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1
 
The boat smelled of sweat and misery with just a hint of stale cheese. I had no idea why, since I knew for a fact that the captain had emptied the ship’s larder in order to squeeze in a few more paying passengers. The trip east from Vorsalos to Highwind was only three days, after all, and nearly everyone around me seemed to have smuggled in a bit of bread or salted meat. Perhaps one of them was responsible for the pungent cloud assaulting my nostrils. I was tempted to conjure up a gust of wind to clear the air despite the fact that exposing myself as a sorcerer would almost certainly get me mugged. Or worse. 
Grumbling under my breath, I flicked my eyes across the passenger deck for the hundredth time this morning. After two days locked inside this wooden box together, I should have been confident that none of these people were disguised Senosi Huntresses waiting to capture me. Growing up inside a city that treated sorcery like a plague had taught me to be cautious, however, and the Senosi were cunning and patient trackers. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the Grand Inquisitrix had planted of her minions aboard every passenger ship departing Vorsalos. 
Still, if there was a Huntress here, she had done one hell of a job with her disguise. The vast majority of women on this ship were mothers with young children, and the rest were too old or too feeble to be a mage-killer. The only exceptions were the two amazons huddled together in the corner a few yards away.  
I turned and studied them. Like anyone else who had grown up on the Shattered Coast, I had heard plenty of stories about the warrior-women of Nol Krovos, a large island some five hundred miles away to the west. Some people claimed that men weren’t allowed on the island at all, or that they were occasionally shipped in as “breeding stock” every few years before being dumped into the sea. I had long assumed that all those tales were preposterous flights of fancy from sex-starved Vorsalosian soldiers, but I didn’t know for certain. 
These particular women had largely kept to themselves. They were both on the young side—I would have been shocked if they were much older than twenty—and they looked almost exactly like I had pictured them from the stories: tall and athletic, with hardened red leather breastplates and matching leather skirts. I had no idea what the hell they could possibly be doing on a ship to Highwind, but every time I turned towards them my cock unwittingly stirred inside my trousers. I’d always had a weak spot for tough women, and once again I had to resist the urge to close my eyes and imagine what it would feel like to have their long, powerful legs wrapped around my waist…
By the gods, man, you really need to hire a whore when I get to Highwind. 
I sighed and slumped back in my seat. As embarrassing as it was to admit, I hadn’t been with a woman in over three months, and the loneliness was slowly driving me crazy. I occasionally went to sleep fantasizing about what the Senosi looked like under their tight leather armor, which was so fucked up it defied all basic sense and reason. Who in their right mind got hard thinking about the women who wanted to kill him?
Still, lust was probably a better vice than guilt, all things considered. My last lover had been thrown into the Inquisitrix’s dungeon for the crime of helping me, after all, and I wished there were some way I could help her. I also wished she were here right now, preferably on her knees with her ruby lips wrapped my throbbing cock…
“Are you an apothecary?”
My eyes shot open and I nearly fell out of my seat. One of the amazon women was suddenly standing over me, her bright blue eyes glimmering in the dim light. 
“I, uh...” I blubbered, clearing my throat. “What?”
She knelt down beside me. The sweet scent of her auburn hair—lilacs, perhaps?—flooded into my nose and made me forgot all about the mysterious stale cheese. 
“You carry herbs in your pouch,” she said, “and you have the look of an educated man.”
My mouth went dry. Barely anyone had spoken to me during the trip so far, and I hadn’t expected her of all people to buck the trend. “I, uh, no, I’m not an apothecary. I’m not much of anything, really.”
Her brow furrowed. From a distance, I had found her passably attractive; in close, I realized she was downright gorgeous. Between her high cheekbones, her full lips, and her sinewy, athletic fame, she could have easily been mistaken for a statue of the war goddess. I had never been so attracted to a woman who could break me in half. 
“Your eyes say differently,” she said, studying me. I couldn’t quite tell if she was sizing me up or planning to run me through. “You keep glancing towards my wounded sword-sister.”
“I…well, I just wish I could help,” I stuttered, clearing my throat again. In truth, I hadn’t even realized that her partner was injured. “As far as I know there aren’t any healers on this ship, but I’m sure there will be in Highwind.”
“She will not survive that long,” the amazon said gravely. “Hestiah’s strength wanes by the hour, and at this rate I doubt she will live to see the setting of the sun tonight.”
I swallowed so heavily I almost choked. I wasn’t a master healer by any stretch of the imagination, but I knew enough tricks that I could probably keep this woman alive—assuming, of course, that I was willing to expose my true identity and be branded a pariah as a result. Keeping a low profile had been hard enough before a beautiful warrior-woman had started questioning me at point-blank range. Now half the people here were looking in our direction. 
“I wish I could do something,” I murmured. “I’m sorry. Really.”
Her eyes returned to mine. A wave of guilt crashed over me, making me so nauseous I almost keeled over right there. 
“You fear for your safety,” the amazon said. “Your culture shuns sorcery, and you are worried about how the others will react.”
I froze in place. How could she possibly…?
“Nol Krovos is a land steeped in magic,” she went on. “I can sense it clinging to you, no matter how hard you try to conceal it.”
I glanced about the cabin to make certain no one else had heard her words. “Look, I want to help,” I whispered. “But this ship is filled with—”
“No harm will come to you while I stand at your side,” she said, placing her hand on my cheek and staring me straight in the eye. “I have been trained from birth to serve and protect those with magic in their blood. You need not worry.”
I let out a long, slow breath. Saying no to a beautiful woman was never easy; saying no to a beautiful woman whose lips were two inches from yours was essentially impossible. Especially when your cock was so hard it was on the verge of pressing against her leg. 
“All right,” I said, wondering if I had just willingly doomed myself to the gallows. “I’ll see what I can do.”
I started to stand up, but she unexpectedly placed her hands on my shoulders and held me in place. “Know this, sorcerer,” she said. “If you save my sword-sister’s life, I will pledge mine to yours.”
“Uh,” I mumbled. “What?”
“With the gods as my witness, I vow to serve and protect you from this moment until my death.” She held me in place for several more seconds before she finally stood. “Now please, save her life if you can.”
“I’ll try,” I promised. I stood from the wooden bench and shuffled across the row of passengers to where her friend was waiting. Her waning health was obvious once I drew close; her skin was incredibly pale, and her lips were almost purple. She eyed me warily as I approached. 
“Je spadal, moshalim?” she asked in a strange tongue.
“Kosee terah,” the amazon escorting me replied. She knelt down next to her wounded friend and glanced up to me again. “My name is Kaseya. This is Hestiah.”
“Jorem,” I said, forcing a nervous smile. “Jorem Farr. I’m afraid I can’t promise anything. I’m not certain if I’ll be able to help your friend here or not.”
“All we can ask is that you try,” Kaseya said. “The blood of the gods flows through your veins.”
I snorted softly. “That’s not how the people back home would describe it…”
I knelt over Hestiah and gently pulled open her bandages. There wasn’t much blood; the chest wound she’d suffered had probably closed days ago, and they had obviously applied enough healing salves to mend the flesh. The problem was the infection beneath the skin. 
“Where did you get this wound?” I asked, an anxious tingle crawling down my spine. 
“We were attacked two days ago in Vorsalos,” Kaseya said. “A woman in black leather fired a crossbow from the shadows. We do not know why.”
“Black leather,” I rasped. “Let me guess: she was also wearing a hood and a red scarf.”
The amazons shared a confused glance. “Yes,” Kaseya confirmed. “I managed to surprise her after her first shot. Our battle was brief, but I drove her back into the shadows.” She frowned. “You know this woman?”
“Let’s just say I’m intimately familiar with the group she represents,” I said, resisting the urge to swear under my breath. I had no why one of the Senosi would attack a pair of amazons, but at this point almost nothing they did surprised me. The Inquisitrix effectively ruled Voralos at this point, and her personal assassins were growing bolder by the month. 
“Can you help her?” Kaseya asked.
“I think so,” I said, nodding. “These assassins typically coat their crossbow bolts with magical venom that prevents the blood from clotting. Even healing salves can’t stop it—they can seal up the flesh, but victims continue to bleed internally until they die.”
Kaseya scowled. “Despicable. What kind of enemy fights with so little regard for honor?”
“Most, in this part of the world,” I replied mildly. “The good news is that I’ve dealt with this venom plenty of times before. Just give me a moment…”
I took a deep breath and reached out to the Aether. Its energy flowed through me like an invisible current, heightening my senses and unlocking a nearly infinite well of untapped power. My hands began to glow a soft green, and I heard several stifled gasps from nearby passengers. Magic might have been a common sight in Highwind and the rest of the Northern Reaches, but even the Academy wizards shunned or ignored true sorcerers. Channeling the Aether directly was dangerous, both to the channeler and to everyone around him. Most priestly and wizardly schools in the world taught their students to dilute the Aether’s power through arcane formulae and long incantations. They feared the consequences of unconstrained magic—and with good reason. The Aether was essentially poison, after all; its currents slowly corrupted and decayed the physical body of anyone who channeled their power. Even the most meticulous, careful sorcerers rarely lived past middle age. 
The Aether would invariably kill me someday, too. Though I had always assumed that the pitchforks and ropes would get me first. 
“The toxin has run deep,” I said, my eyes fluttering shut in concentration. “I can’t remove it, but I should be able to neutralize it.”
When I touched the wounded amazon’s flesh, I could sense every ache and pain in her body just as if I were experiencing them myself. The sensations allowed me to narrow down the infected areas and target them with a surge of restorative energy. Once the poison had been purged, it was a trivial task to stop the bleeding and start the healing process. 
I had learned this particular healing technique almost by accident as a child, and without it I never would have survived this long. Healing priests were rare and expensive in Vorsalos. Selling my services on the black market had been a reliable way to put food on the table.  
“There,” I breathed, reopening my eyes. Hestiah’s skin had already regained a significant amount of its color. “It will take a few days to completely flush from your system, but I don’t think there’s any permanent damage. Just make sure you get some fresh food and water when we reach Highwind.”
Hestiah smiled up at me, and her hand reached up and touched my cheek. “Thank you, moshalim. Kaseya was right about you—you do carry the blood of the gods.”
“I’m just glad I could help,” I told her, patting her hand before anxiously glancing around the ship. I suddenly wished I knew more about enchantment magic. Wiping the memories of all these passengers would be incredibly useful right about now…
“Maskari…” Kaseya breathed, touching my arm. The look in her eyes was so intense it actually made me uncomfortable. 
“I don’t know what that means, but you should probably keep your friend here company for a while,” I said. The best thing for me to do right now was get out of everyone’s sight. If there was a Senosi hiding on this ship…well, at least I would die after impressing a pair of gorgeous amazons. There were worse things to write on an epitaph. 
I patted both women on the arm before I stood and scurried across the passenger deck. The faster I got out of sight, the less likely any of these people would accost me…or so I hoped. Besides, I hadn’t visited the galley since yesterday, and even if this ship hadn’t stocked much food, I knew for a fact the captain had squirreled away some grog. 
Ten minutes later, I was loitering on the quarterdeck with a half-empty bottle of mysterious red liquor in my hand. The private cabins here had been reserved for passengers who’d paid triple for the ship, but thankfully no one had ordered me to leave yet. Half of these people were probably asleep, and the others were playing cards or whispering quietly to themselves.
I had just about finished the bottle when the deck door abruptly opened. Kaseya strode inside, her piercing blue eyes immediately latching onto mine. Strangely enough, she wasn’t armed; she carried a folded red cloth in one hand and a leather pouch in the other. 
“Maskari,” she said. “You should not have run off.”
“Uh, you might not want to leave your friend alone just yet,” I said, wondering why in the abyss she had followed me. She had the same intense look on her face as before. “She will need more time to fully recover.”
“Hestiah is strong,” Kaseya said, approaching closer. “And I wish to complete the Maskari-Shan before we reach the city.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what any of that means.”
“I pledged my life to yours if you saved my sword-sister. You fulfilled your end of the bargain, now I must fulfill mine.”
I took another sip from the bottle, trying to decide if this woman was crazy or serious. Or maybe both. 
“Look, you don’t need to pledge anything, sweetheart,” I told her. “I appreciate the offer, but—”
“The pledge has already been made,” Kaseya interrupted. She continued staring intently at me for a moment before she turned and peered into one of the nearby cabins. “We require privacy for the ritual. Come.”
“I don’t—”
Before I could finish, she pushed open the door to the nearest cabin. “My Maskari and I require this room.”
The two well-dressed men playing cards inside practically jumped out of their seats. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“You may return to your game later,” Kaseya repeated, stepping through the door. “Move, or be moved.”
“Uh, let’s not do anything hasty,” I said, scrambling forward and touching her shoulder. “I’m sorry about all this, gentlemen, but she’s not from around here. We can—”
“I will not ask again,” Kaseya said. “Move.”
My breath caught in my throat. Forget the Senosi Huntresses—at this rate, the captain would just pitch us into the sea himself…
The two men stood and snarled like they were about to argue, but apparently the feral glint in her eyes convinced them otherwise. They grabbed their cards and practically lunged out of the room, muttering under their breath but still cowering when they passed by the angry amazon. 
“This cabin will suffice,” Kaseya said once they were out of sight. 
I glanced down at the empty wooden bench inside the cramped room. “I still don’t understand what this is about.”
“I will explain everything. Please, Maskari, have a seat.”
Her expression had abruptly softened. I didn’t see any trace of the anger or determination I had seen before. Now she looked almost…desperate. 
“All right,” I murmured, shuffling over to the bench. “But you’d better hope they don’t go complain to the captain.”
“If they do, we will make them regret it. An amazon warrior and her Maskari are more than a match for any of the dregs on this ship.”
I watched in idle fascination as she unfolded her red cloth upon the floor in front of me. From the golden tassels and detailed embroidery, I assumed it was some kind of prayer rug. She more or less confirmed my theory when she sank down to her knees on it a second later. 
“Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan Maskari,” she whispered as if she were reciting some kind of incantation. She placed one hand on each of my thighs and closed her eyes as she repeated the incantation over and over. 
A part of me wanted to stop her and ask for a translation, but another part—a rapidly-swelling part—was far more concerned about the proximity of her lips to the growing bulge in my trousers.  
This is bad. This is really bad. She’s trying to perform some kind of serious cultural ritual here, and my cock is about to burst out of my pants and slap her on the chin. 
My throat went so dry I had to swallow three times before anything happened. The more her lips moved, the harder it became for me to resist imagining what it would feel like to slip my stiff member between them. The fact she was already on her knees just made the situation even more difficult…
Kaseya’s eyes finally reopened when she finished her incantation. “The gods have blessed our union,” she said. “We need merely complete the ritual.”
“How?” I rasped.
“You must don your tan’hema.” She reached into her leather pouch and produced a silver ring crowned by a small red gemstone. “The longer you wear it, the stronger our connection will become.”
“Wait, this isn’t some kind of marriage thing, is it?” I asked, frowning. “I mean, no offense, but we don’t even—”
“Amazon warriors do not marry,” Kaseya replied as if it were obvious. “Our duty to defend and serve our Maskari leaves little time for anything else.”
“Uh…right,” I murmured, taking the ring. I could feel the latent magical energy in the metal, and the tiny fraction of my brain still capable of basic reason pleaded with me to give the thing back and get the hell out of here. I didn’t listen. I couldn’t listen, not with her perfect lips and perfect cleavage and perfect everything hovering an inch above my cock. 
“The tan’hema symbolizes your dominance,” Kaseya said as I slipped the ring onto my finger. “The tan’ratha symbolizes my submission.”
She reached back into her pouch and withdrew a golden, emerald-studded choker. Its magical aura was considerably stronger than the ring, and the metal was strangely warm when she laid it across my palms. 
“Place it upon me, and I shall be yours,” Kaseya said, stretching out her neck and lifting her long auburn ponytail out of the way. 
I stared blankly at her flawless skin, dumbfounded, until she arched an inquisitive eyebrow at me. 
“I, uh…” I took a deep breath and tried to swallow again. At this point, I was nearly convinced that this was all one big hallucination. But on the off chance it wasn’t, I really needed to get my shit together…
“Are collars not a sign of submission in your culture?” Kaseya asked. 
“They are, but…” I shook my head. “You are not my slave.”
“No, but you are my Maskari.”
“You keep using that term, but I have no idea what it means.”
Kaseya shrugged. “There is no perfect translation in your language. It is a term of endearment the Sisterhood bestows upon the sorcerers we pledge to serve. I suppose you could say it means ‘bond-mate,’ but that implies equality when there is none. ‘Master’ is perhaps more accurate.”
“You definitely don’t want to call me that,” I said. “I am no one’s master.”
“You can use whatever term you prefer. But you are my Maskari, and I am your loyal servant. Your will is my command.”
Once again I could scarcely believe what I was hearing, but I could tell from the sober look on her face that she was being completely honest. This beautiful twenty-something woman was willingly offering herself up as some kind of bizarre slave/bodyguard to a man she had only just met. It was ludicrous. It was insane. Any half-decent, right-minded man in my position would have walked away and tried to get her some help. 
Apparently I was neither, because I promptly slipped the choker around her neck and snapped it securely into place. 
“It is done,” Kaseya said, smiling for the first time since I had met her. “I will not disappoint you, Maskari. I promise.”
I smiled back, still painfully aware of the tent in my trousers. “All right. What’s next?”
 “The tan’ratha will take time to fully attune, but I can already feel an echo of your emotions.” Kaseya’s eyes narrowed in concentration as the emeralds embedded in her collar had started to glow faintly. “The sensations…they are almost overwhelming.”
“You’re telling me,” I squeaked. At this point my cock was so hard it actually hurt. 
Her eyes eventually fluttered back open, and for the first time she glanced down to the bulge a few inches beneath her chin. “You are aroused.”
No shit!
“Uh…sorry,” I managed. “It’s just, you know, this is all very—”
“You do not need to apologize,” Kaseya said. “It is my duty to relieve you.”
My mouth fell open again. “You can’t be…oh!”
I yelped when she abruptly pulled open the fly of my trousers and exposed my raging hard cock. I almost exploded right there, and then again when she curled her index finger and thumb around the swollen shaft. 
“Your stem is impressive,” Kaseya said. “I can sense that you have not spilled in some time.”
“Yeah…yeah you could say that,” I replied, my voice so strained it was barely recognizable. It was taking every ounce of self-control I could muster not to erupt all over her face and hair. 
“Do not worry. All amazons are trained to please their Maskari in preparation for the day we are eventually bonded.”
Okay, this this has to be a hallucination. I’m not this lucky. No one in the god damn world could possibly be this lucky…
“I…uh…” 
“Do not strain yourself,” Kaseya said, squeezing my leg with her free hand. “I shall relieve you now.”
After slowly stroking my shaft a few more times, she opened her red lips and wrapped them around the head of my quivering member. My hands grabbed the armrests of the wooden bench so hard I probably got a dozen splinters. I wanted to let myself go and flood her waiting mouth right then and there, but I kept telling myself over and over again that this was a once in a lifetime opportunity. A gorgeous amazon warrior was willingly and eagerly sucking my cock—I could live for a million years and this would probably never happen again. 
“That’s…oh!”
 I tried to find the air to speak, but my lungs had apparently frozen in my chest. So instead I just sat there, breath shallow and mouth agape, as she lathered the swollen head with her tongue. I normally preferred it when a woman maintained eye contact while she pleasured me, but the way Kaseya was staring adoringly at my cock might have been even better. She was like a temple priestess worshipping an idol…or maybe a huntress yearning to devour her prey. 
“I am eager to taste your life-force,” she said. “Keeping her Maskari sated is one of an amazon’s most important duties. I promise, I will become more efficient over time.”
“Trust me…you’re doing fine,” I said between labored breaths. 
Her eyelids fluttered in concentration while she continued licking up and down the length of my shaft. “I sense your true desire now. You wish me to take you deeper.”
“What?” I stammered. “You don’t…oh, gods!”
I crumpled back into the seat when she abruptly lunged forward and inhaled my cock all the way down to the hilt. Her hands reached around to my lower back and clawed into my flesh, effectively giving her full control. I didn’t even need to thrust—between the iron grip of her fingers and the vise-like seal of her lips, she was able to fuck her own face with or without my help. Her throat was like a damned volcano, and I knew I would be able to last much longer. All I had to do was glance down and watch my cock vanish between her lips one last time…
“Shit!” I yelled so loudly my voice actually echoed off the wooden hull. I grabbed the base of her skull as I erupted, flooding the back of her throat with months upon months of pent-up frustration. Despite her best efforts to keep up, a few white streams leaked out the sides of her lips before I finished and collapsed.
 When my mind finally returned to my body, I belatedly wondered if she might be irritated about my lack of warning…but then I watched in delight as she leaned back on her haunches and swallowed everything I’d given her. I don’t know what it was, but the sight of a gorgeous, powerful woman thirstily guzzling down my seed had always made me hard. It was probably just another of my many character flaws.
“By the gods,” I breathed, rubbing the back of my hand across my forehead. “That was…I don’t even know what to say.”
“You do not need to say anything,” Kaseya said, pushing the last few strands of seed into her mouth. “You are my Maskari now. It is my duty to aid you whenever you require relief.”
“Right…” I murmured. Sooner or later, I knew I would start to feel guilty about all of this. But right now…well, right now I could only assume that the gods were rewarding my charity. Maybe they weren’t all callous, indifferent bastards after all. 
“I should return to Hestiah now,” Kaseya said, standing and retrieving her prayer rug. “Once we reach Highwind, you shall have my full attention again. I am sure you will require further relief.”
“Yeah,” I breathed, eyeing her body up and down and wondering for the thousandth time how she could possibly be real. “You’re probably right.”
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By the time the ship docked in the harbor, night had long since fallen over Highwind. I hustled out from below decks along with the other passengers, and my gaze, like theirs, was immediately drawn to the skyline I had heard so much about. While the docks themselves didn’t look all that dissimilar from those in Vorsalos, the rest of the city could have been a separate plane of existence. A dozen golden spires stretched up into the night sky, all attached to a different temple honoring one of the many gods here in the North, and the obelisks of the legendary Highwind Academy glowed like twin beacons warding off the darkness. Even from here and at this hour I spotted several of the city’s legendary defenders, the Knights of the Silver Fist and the Duskwatch Rangers. 
But amidst my awe-stricken reverie, I reminded myself that appearance could be deceiving. The Inquisitrix could have easily sent word ahead to her Huntresses here in Highwind. Or she could have simply put out a bounty with any or all of the city’s notorious underworld guilds. Either way, I needed to be cautious.  
“The city is quite beautiful.”
I nearly leapt out of my boots when I realized Kaseya was standing right behind me, shield and bow slung over her back. Apparently I hadn’t just been hallucinating this morning…
“Yeah, it is,” I managed. “You’re, uh…you’re sure you don’t want to stay with your friend?”
She turned and frowned at me. “Hestiah will be continuing downriver. She has her own duties to attend to.”
“And you just want to leave her alone?”
“What I want is irrelevant,” she said. “I am pledged to serve you, Maskari. Wherever you go, I shall follow.”
I nudged her off to the side of the boat away from the others. “Look, I really do appreciate the offer, and what you did this morning was amazing beyond words. But honestly, you don’t have to do this. I mean, we barely know each other, and I don’t want to take you away from your comrades.”
Kaseya studied me for a long moment, her blue eyes glittering in the moonlight, and I feared she might actually get upset. But then she leaned forward and squeezed my arm. “We completed the ritual. I am bound to you, Maskari, from now until my death. The gods themselves will not allow me to abandon my pledge.”
 I sighed and leaned against the railing. Are you really going to stand here and try to convince one of the most beautiful women you’ve ever met not to follow you around? Are you bloody insane? She just sucked your cock ten minutes after meeting you! Besides, you’re going to need all the help you can get just to stay alive here…
 “All right,” I said, forcing a smile. “I just don’t want you to feel like you don’t have a choice here.”
“I already made my choice, as honor demanded,” Kaseya said. “I am yours, Maskari. Now come, shouldn’t we be leaving this vessel?”
I stared back at her for several second before I finally nodded. At this point, there were only two possibilities here: either I was either the luckiest bastard in this whole city or something horrible was about to happen. Or perhaps both. 
We disembarked onto the pier, drawing annoyed scowls from the men we had displaced and terrified scowls from basically everyone else. Sorcery wasn’t technically illegal in Highwind, as far as I knew, but I was still concerned that some of these people might report me to the Mage’s Guild. Even if nothing ultimately came of it, I didn’t want to deal with hassle or the extra attention. Blending in was always the best short-term survival strategy. 
“This way,” I said, tugging at Kaseya’s arm. “There has to be a decent inn around here somewhere…”
There were plenty of inns, as it turned out, though I wouldn’t describe any of them as “decent.” Just like back home in Vorsalos, the worst dregs in the city always gathered on the docks. The main difference was that here the Highwind Guard actually seemed to care about crime, and there were enough knights and rangers about that I wasn’t scared of getting shivved right out in the open. Still, I had no interest in sleeping anywhere near here with or without a six-foot tall amazon warrior watching over me. 
“The Artisan District is just through that gate, and the rooms probably aren’t that much more expensive,” I said, keenly aware of just how light my coin purse was at the moment. A few extra silvers might literally mean the difference between eating and not eating by the end of the week. 
“This city is enormous,” Kaseya replied breathlessly. “That must be why you are so anxious.”
I grimaced. This empathic connection of ours was going to get really annoying really fast. Then again, when I closed my eyes and imagined her head bobbing up and down on my cock…well, life was all about tradeoffs. 
We reached the fringes of the Artisan District a few minutes later, and I marveled at the abruptness of the transformation. The architecture and street design looked like an entirely different city; I could only assume that this area had been built years later under the authority of an entirely different set of councilors. The streets were reasonably well-lit, too, which made the nervous knot in my stomach unwind a bit. One wayward glance at Kaseya revealed that she didn’t feel the same way. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“We are not alone,” she said, the fingers of her right hand tapping the handle of her sheathed sword. 
I had spent virtually all of my teenage and adult years on the run from bounty hunters and assassins, so I knew better than to start wildly looking around. But I still reached out to the Aether and prepared myself just in case.  
“How many?” I asked, continuing forward at the same leisurely pace. We were only a few hundred yards from the edge of the plaza, but that left more than enough time for someone to jump us. 
“Three,” Kaseya said. “They have been shadowing us ever since the guards disappeared.”
“What are you…?” I frowned and felt a rush of embarrassment in my cheeks. She was right—I hadn’t spotted a Highwind Guardsmen in several blocks now. I should have noticed earlier, but apparently sleep deprivation was taking its toll after all. 
“One of them wields the same magic as the marksman who attempted to kill my sword-sister in Vorsalos.”
I stumbled despite my best efforts to appear calm. “How do you know that?”
“I can sense it,” Kaseya said. “All amazons are taught to feel the natural ebb and flow of the Aether in order to better serve our Maskari.”
“That’s how you knew I was a sorcerer even before you talked to me on the ship.”
“Yes.”
I bit down on my lip. I had about a thousand questions I wanted to ask her about the nature of her particular gift, but they would have to wait until we weren’t being shadowed by a Senosi Huntress. “All right, well, we should slip into an alleyway and try to find cover until we reach the plaza. They won’t attack as long as we can—”
“Amazons do not run,” Kaseya said. “Stay beside me, and I will protect you.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but before anything came out Kaseya abruptly spun around, drew a dagger from her boot, and hurled it just past my shoulder. A stifled shriek echoed down the street, followed by a choked-off gurgle and several thumps as a body tumbled from the rooftops. I froze for a split-second, horrified, before my instincts took over. While Kaseya drew her shield and held it up in front of us, my hands crackled with sorcerous power. I conjured a protective mantle to defend myself, knowing full well that my spell armor would be worthless if we were indeed facing a Senosi Huntress…
“Now!” a voice shouted from somewhere in a nearby alleyway. A gang of six thugs—three on either side—rushed at from the darkness, swords and daggers in hand. Kaseya pressed her back up against mine, and I felt a strange surge of energy through the ring she had given me. 
Fight as one. 
She hadn’t actually spoken the words, but her voice raced through my head regardless. I couldn’t explain how, exactly, but in that moment I knew exactly what she was about to do—and how my powers could best compliment her. 
While she lifted her shield and drew her sword, I summoned a protective bubble around us, effectively walling us in behind a shimmering, semi-translucent barrier. One after another the thugs crashed into the bubble like birds slamming into a clear window, but when they stumbled backwards I dismissed the spell. Thanks to the ring, I knew that Kaseya was ready to work her own magic with blood and steel. 
I had seen a lot of skilled fighters in my twenty-two years in Vorsalos, from the Crimson Knights of the Ravenguard to the Blademasters of the Sol-Shira monastery. I only needed to watch Kaseya for five seconds to realize she was easily their equal. She moved with the fluidity of an elven blade dancer and the power of an orcish brute, and even if there had been a dozen more thugs waiting for us I doubt they would have had a chance. Most impressively of all, she didn’t kill any of them—between her shield and the pommel of her sword, she was able to smash them all senseless. 
I could have dealt with all them myself, of course, assuming I was willing to channel an enormous amount of power through me. The Aether’s corruptive backlash was a serious deterrent, however, and fireballing a bunch of half-starving thugs in the middle of the street didn’t exactly fit my strategy of “blending in.” Still, there was another more subtle way I could help Kaseya deal with our attackers…
Above!
 The word seemed to echo between us, and the moment she bludgeoned the last thug into submission she turned to her left and broke into a flat sprint. She jumped—an impressive, athletic leap—and just as she reached her apex I stretched out with the Aether and telekinetically boosted her up onto the closest rooftop. 
One of our shadows was still up there, and he yelped in shock when a towering amazon suddenly appeared in front of him. I heard a thud and a grunt, then watched his body tumble off the edge and land inside an empty wagon. 
The third shadow was still unaccounted for, but when I pivoted around I spotted a lithe, leather-clad female figure darting across the rooftops on the opposite side. The moonlight offered me a quick glimpse of her hood and crossbow, confirming what I already suspected. Apparently one of the Senosi had chased me from Vorsalos…or had been waiting to catch me when I left the boat. What I didn’t understand is why she was retreating so quickly.
Once the Huntress was out of range, I helped Kaseya down off the roof and admired her handiwork. None of the locals had made any move to interfere just yet, but it was only a matter of time before a knight or guardsman showed up.  
“We should move,” I said, dismissing my spell armor. “Come on!”
 
***
 
We entered the plaza less than a minute later. The crowds in the street were large and boisterous, and thankfully no one seemed to have noticed our little skirmish down the road. I kept us outside for a bit, mostly to ensure that we weren’t being watched or followed. This area was probably as safe as Highwind was going to get—I spotted three Knights of the Silver Fist milling about the revelers, and the guard patrols all included a guild wizard for magical lighting and support. Even the most overzealous Senosi wouldn’t be stupid enough to try anything here. 
As the rush of combat faded, a score of unanswered questions started looping through my head. How had the Huntress organized an ambush on such short notice? Why in the hells had she hired local thugs rather than take us on herself? Why hadn’t she fired a single shot?
Nothing about the ambush made any sense, when it came right down to it. Huntresses almost always stalked alone or in a small group, and they were nothing if not efficient. I was clearly missing half the pieces to this particular puzzle. 
Shaking away the thought, I led us into one of the nicer inns and ordered a drink from the bar. There were at least two dozen other people here—mostly travelers from the looks of them—and they were louder and more raucous than I’d expected from such a relatively upscale establishment.   
“Well, it only took twenty minutes for someone to try and kill me here,” I muttered in between sips. “Honestly, that’s longer than I expected.”
Kaseya’s eyes continually swept about the room, and her stance reminded me of a coiled serpent just waiting for an opportunity to strike. From the moment we’d been attacked she had become an entirely different person—one that was much more like the amazon warrior I had expected, frankly. 
“Why does this woman wish to kill you?” she asked after a moment.
“She’s a Senosi Huntress, one of the Grand Inquisitrix’s personal assassins,” I said, keeping my voice as low as possible. “They believe all magic is evil, especially sorcery.”
“Yet they employ magical poisons?”
“Like all good cultists, they’re also raging hypocrites,” I replied dryly. “They’ve been pursuing me off and on since I was a teenager.”
Kaseya’s eyes finally returned to me. “So they’re not very good at their job, then.”
“I’ve gotten lucky…really lucky,” I said, debating just how much I wanted to reveal to a woman I hardly knew. “I also had some powerful friends willing to protect me.”
“But not anymore?”
“Not anymore,” I murmured. “That’s actually why I finally left Vorsalos. The people of Highwind aren’t particularly fond of sorcerers, either, but they’re perfectly comfortable with magic.”
“What a strange society,” Kaseya said. “The Aether is the lifeblood of the gods. Males who can properly channel such power deserve obedience, not scorn.”
I sipped at my drink and studied her profile. There were still about a million questions I wanted to ask her about Nol Krovos and her people’s culture, but I decided to shelve most of them for now. I was bloody exhausted from the trip, and a hot bath and real food were all I could think about.  
“Will this Huntress continue stalking you?” Kaseya asked. 
“You can count on it,” I said. “I bet you regret making this pact with me already, huh?”
Her brow furrowed. “Why would you say such a thing?”
“It was a joke…mostly,” I managed. “All I’m saying is that I’m not going to be the easiest person in the world to protect. You might have signed on for more than you can handle.”
“I can handle anything, and I will not retract my vow.”
“Right,” I whispered, chugging down the glass and setting it on the table. This woman might have been preposterously gorgeous and horrifyingly deadly, but if I decided to keep her around I was definitely going to have to work on her sense of humor. “Anyway, I don’t know why the Huntress let up. They aren’t usually squeamish about being outnumbered. And I’m really surprised she hired local help. Senosi typically work alone, even when they’re outside Vorsalos.”
“I do not know enough about them to speculate,” Kaseya said.
“Well, in any event you were damn impressive back there. And I can’t believe you took out so many without killing them.”
“That was not my preference, but after I slayed the first one with my knife I sensed your displeasure,” Kaseya said. “You wanted them alive.”
“How did you…?” I trailed off and glanced down at her collar. I hadn’t consciously thought about asking her to spare those men, but unconsciously…well, she was probably right. 
“Killing your enemies is the only way to ensure they never return,” she said. “But it is not my place to question your wishes.”
I poured myself another glass and shook my head. This bond of hers was growing more and more interesting by the hour. A part of me wanted to test her commitment and see exactly how far she would go to obey me. Would she hurt someone for me? Would she kill them? 
Would she let me bend her over the barstool and fuck that sweet little ass of hers in plain view of everyone here? 
I bit down on my lip and suppressed the thought before her collar caught wind of it. “The Senosi must have hired those thugs, and I doubt it cost her much,” I went on, clearing my throat. “You saw them—they weren’t exactly the most impressive warriors in the city. They were probably just desperate, half-starving gang members.”
“Desperate men are the most dangerous,” Kaseya said. “They may attempt to harm you again.”
I nodded, once again marveling at the abrupt shift in her attitude. “Regardless, we’re safe enough here. I’ll get us a couple of rooms so we can head upstairs and get some rest.”
Her trance finally broke, and she turned and frowned at me in confusion. “Why would you purchase two rooms?”
“Uh, I mean, I assumed you would want your own so you could…you know…have some privacy.”
“I cannot protect you through walls,” Kaseya said matter-of-factly.
“I suppose, but…” I sighed. “Please tell me you aren’t planning on staying up all night staring at the door.”
“Of course not,” she said. “I assume you will also wish to fornicate.”
I nearly spit the last of my liquor across the bar. “What?”
“You have desired to copulate with me from the first moment we met, yes? I do not understand your confusion.”
“I’m not confused, I’m just…” I quickly downed the last few drops in my glass and forced myself to breathe. 
She has to be some kind of demon…or at the very least a magical construct created by a perverted wizard. Nothing else could possibly explain—
“If this scrawny little twig ain’t enough for you, sweetheart, you just let me know.” A large, loutish brute of a man said from behind her. He lurched up to the bar and placed his hand upon her bare thigh. “A girl like you needs a real man who can…argh!”
His voice cut off when Kaseya abruptly grabbed his wrist and wrenched it back until I heard an audible crack. The man crumpled to a knee, but before he could scream she smashed her elbow into his face and knocked him onto the floor. 
“I do not understand your embarrassment,” she went on as if nothing had happened. “It is perfectly normal for a male to wish to fornicate with a female he finds attractive—and I know you find me attractive.”
“I have eyes, so yes,” I muttered, glancing down to the unconscious man. A few of the other patrons had a chuckle at his expense, but no one made any move to help. 
“Then you should purchase a room,” Kaseya said. “And I shall do my best to sate your desires.”
Once again, I couldn’t help but ponder how a better man would have acted were he in my position. He would have refused her offer outright, or at the very least tried to learn a lot more about her culture and the nature of this bond before he did anything hasty. I, on the other hand, immediately gulped down the last of my drink, purchased the largest suite in the establishment, and raced up the stairs before my trousers split open. 
I barely had time to close the door before Kaseya tossed down her equipment and dropped to her knees in front of me. My trousers joined her on the floor a split second later, and my cock hit the back of her throat a split second after that. 
My hand reflexively gripped her long ponytail while she hungrily bobbed up and down my shaft. Just like before on the boat, she knew exactly what I wanted even before I did, and her tongue and lips were so warm and soft I didn’t stand a bloody chance. 
“Oh, fuck!”
I was a split-second from firing another load down her throat when she abruptly unexpectedly pulled away. My cock twitched in mid-air just above her lips, desperately yearning for her attention. Her blue eyes met mine, and she smiled innocently before she stood and sauntered across the room. 
I almost grabbed my aching member and stroked myself to climax right then and there, but instead I just slumped against the door and watched in breathless anticipation of what Kaseya would do next. The suite was huge—it occupied a full quarter of the third floor, and it featured its own personal bathing pool thanks to Highwind’s legendary magical aqueducts. She stopped next to the water and began to slowly and seductively unstrap her armor while she studied the enchanted faucets.
“This system reminds of the public bathing pools in the heart of Nol Krovos,” she commented. “Though I have never seen one indoors before.”
Once I finally caught my breath and regained my balance, I stumbled forward and kicked my trousers off my feet. “The, uh, the aqueducts bring water into the city, and the Mage’s Guild designed a system to control the flow anywhere they like, even upwards.”
“I can sense the magic,” Kaseya said. “It is quite impressive.”
I stood in place, still dumbfounded, while she stepped out of her boots and leather breastplate. Somehow, her naked body was even more breathtaking than I had imagined. She was shaven completely bare, including her quim. Her long legs never seemed to end, and her ample breasts were the perfect shape and size. I had a thousand simultaneous thoughts about what I wanted to do to her, and I was terrified—and admittedly pretty aroused—about the fact her golden choker was probably revealing each and every one of them to her.
She pivoted back around to face me, her blue eyes never leaving my face, and she began to slowly and deliberately remove the rest of my clothing. I was completely paralyzed. I doubted that even a full-blown enchantress could have woven such a powerful spell over me so quickly. The tip of my cock brushed against her belly while she stripped off my tunic, and it was nearly enough to make me burst all over her. 
“Come,” Kaseya said, taking my hand. “I shall bathe you.”
She led me into the pool. The water was almost three feet deep, easily enough to cover us up to our waists. She sank to her knees again once we were both inside, but she wasn’t just dunking her red hair—I watched through the rippling surface as she leaned forward and sucked my cock back through her lips. 
I groaned so loudly that half the inn probably heard me. Watching her gorge herself on my manhood had been hot enough on its own, but for some reason the fact she was underwater was driving me completely insane….
Yet again she pulled away just before I erupted, and when she resurfaced she shook her hair like nothing had happened. My balls ached so badly I nearly cried, and it got even worse as I watched the water slowly trickle down her perfect breasts and taught stomach.  
“In Nol Krovos, our sorcerers learn to heat their baths,” Kaseya said. “Are you familiar with this technique?”
“Yes,” I tried to say, but my voice was barely a rasp. “I mean, yes.”
I forced myself to concentrate and channel the Aether through my palms. I directed a plume of flame straight at the water’s surface, and as the seconds I ticked by I felt the pool slowly warm around us. Kaseya used the delay to fetch a nearby cloth and the small bottle of bathing oil next to it. She gently rubbed across my chest with one hand while the other dipped beneath the water and started leisurely stroking my cock. 
“This bond…it is even stronger than the Sisterhood led me to believe,” she whispered into my ear. “I can feel everything. Your mood, your wants, your needs…” 
Her fingers were like magic on my shaft. Time and time again they would stroke me within an inch of climax then immediately slow down until I had recovered. 
“Soon enough, I will be able to anticipate your desires well in advance,” Kaseya continued. “I promise, you will not be disappointed with my performance.”
“I’m not,” I squeaked. “Believe me.”
She smiled again. Her free hand untied the bands holding up her ponytail, and a moment later her wet auburn locks spilled down over her shoulders. 
“I am yours, Maskari,” Kaseya said. “Any way you wish to have me.” 
Her fingers left my cock again, and she slowly backed away until we were several feet apart. She stood there in place, the beads of water still dribbling down her naked body. The gem in her collar continued glowing softly as it read my mind and told her exactly what I was going to do next. 
Gritting my teeth, I rushed forward, grabbed her by the waist, and slammed her against the edge of the pool. Her ankles locked around my back, and her powerful thighs clamped tightly around me as I nudged the swollen tip of my member between her slick folds. I slid into her so easily, so completely, that it was like the gods themselves had molded her quim into a perfect scabbard for my cock. 
It was a minor miracle that I didn’t flood her right then and there, especially when her nails dug into my back and her lips cried into my ear. I thrust into her again and again, delighting in her pleased whimpers almost as much as the feel of the sweltering vise that was her quim. I only paused when I glanced down and saw a tiny trickle of blood on her leg. 
“Are you…?” I swallowed. “Are you a virgin?”
“No,” Kaseya said, smiling again. “Not anymore.”
The contented smile on her lips brought me to the brink; knowing that I was the first man to have her this way pushed me over. My cock exploded like a cannon inside her, injecting her with salvo after salvo of my seed. My knees weakened, but she clasped her arms around my neck so that I could easily carry her down into the water along with me. 
 “The bond is now unbreakable,” she whispered, locking her thighs around me so tightly I couldn’t wriggle free even if I’d wanted to. “You are the first male to claim me. And you are the only one who ever will.”
I felt like I had just run a lap around the whole city, and I was more thankful than ever for the cool water on my skin. “That was…wow.”
“I will always be grateful for the opportunity to relieve you,” Kaseya said. “My body is your shield, but also your sheath. You are free to use any part of me whenever you like.”
My mouth was so dry I was surprised I could speak, and I already felt my cock stirring back to life inside her. “Your society,” I said between pants. “This is really how it functions? All the amazons pledge themselves to a single man?”
“Only for the Kari Vataya—the Red Sisterhood,” Kaseya said. “Sorcerers are special and must be cherished and protected at all costs. We sacrifice our lives and our bodies for the Maskari so that all of Nol Krovos can grow stronger.”
“What about your sorceresses?” I asked. 
She shook her head. “There aren’t any. The blood of the gods flows only through the male stem. It makes them dangerous and reckless, but also useful. That is why the Sisterhood must appease them by any means possible.”
A million different thoughts raced through my head, not the least of which was how she could possibly believe that sorceresses didn’t exist. The Aether didn’t discriminate by race or gender or anything else as far as I knew. I had personally met several dozen sorceresses in Vorsalos alone. 
I was also surprised by how little her culture seemed to match the stories I had heard about the fabled amazons. Everyone believed that Nol Krovos was an island filled with warrior-women, but apparently they had plenty of men and magic. I couldn’t decide if that made me want to visit more or less. 
Regardless, I decided I could worry about the details of culture and history later, preferably when my rapidly-hardening cock wasn’t buried to the hilt inside a beautiful woman who had pledged herself to my service.
“An amazon and her Maskari often spend a great deal of time alone together after their initial bonding ritual,” Kaseya said, slowly rotating her hips when she felt my member stirring back to life. “Some disappear together for days or even weeks while their connection strengthens.”
“That sounds…intense,” I managed. 
“It is an amazon’s duty to learn everything she can about her master’s body as well as his mind.” She grinned and squeezed her thighs even tighter around my waist. “It is also important for the Maskari to establish his dominance. We amazons are proud warriors, and it can take some time for us to learn our place.”
Grinning, I grabbed her by the waist, spun her around, and bent her over the edge of the pool. She gasped when I slammed my cock into her from behind, and she actually moaned in delight when I grabbed a handful of her red hair and jerked her head back. 
“I guess we should get started now, then,” I said. “We still have a lot of work left to do.”
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I was alone in bed when I finally awakened, and my eyelids were so heavy I felt like I’d just been roused from a ten-year magical slumber. It certainly would have explained a lot about the past few days. Kaseya still made far more sense as a figment of my imagination than an actual woman in the real world. 
I was a few seconds away from accepting my newest fantasy-makes-more-sense-than-reality hypothesis when I heard a squeak and a soft grunt from the other side of the room. I turned over—a longer, more laborious process than I wanted to admit—and spotted Kaseya hanging upside down from a wooden pole suspended over the bathing pool. Her legs were curled backwards over the beam to hold herself in place, and she leaned up and touched her knees with her elbows over and over again. I had seen plenty of soldier training regimens over the years, but nothing like this. 
After completing a dozen repetitions, she took a ten second break before doing a dozen more. Just watching her was exhausting…or would have been, if not for the fact she was also stark naked.  
I swung my own legs out of bed, keenly aware of the stiffness in my weary cock. I reflexively tried to cover myself, only to belatedly remember that Kaseya would already know exactly what I was feeling regardless. Hiding normal secrets from her was going to be difficult enough, but hiding my mood was already proving completely impossible. 
“You slept soundly?” she asked, still facing the other direction.
“Uh….yeah,” I managed. “What time is it?”
“Two hours after sunrise. A servant came by and offered us food, but I turned him away until you were ready.”
Kaseya stretched up to her knees again, but this time she grabbed onto the beam with her hands and let her legs fall free until she was right-side up again. She paused for a moment, then gently dropped into the water and dunked her head beneath the surface. Her lustrous mane of red hair was still untied from last night. 
“Where did you get that wooden beam, anyway?” I asked. 
“I inquired with the servants downstairs,” she said, grabbing a dry cloth and running it over her body. “They did not seem to understand my request at first, but they became far more amenable once I threatened violence.”
“Wait, you did what?”
“Do not worry—they are unharmed,” Kaseya soothed. She finished drying herself off, then slowly sauntered back towards me. Once she was standing in front of me, her eyes drifted down to my swollen cock. “I suspected that you might require additional relief in the morning.”
I grunted. “Look, you really don’t need to do anything. I’m a man—I get hard all the time for basically no reason. You can’t be expected to—”
“You are my Maskari,” she interrupted. “You should have stayed on the bed.”
I frowned. “Why? What are you—oof!”
I let out a loud and thoroughly emasculating yelp when she slammed her palms into my chest and shoved me back onto the bed. I barely had time to lean up on my elbows before she swung her leg over my waist and straddled me. 
“A frustrated sorcerer is a danger to himself and everyone around him,” Kaseya said, gently easing my swollen cockhead into her waiting folds. “Your mind needs to be clear.”
I yelped again when my cock slid into her, though this time it sounded a lot manlier. My hands clamped around her thighs as she began to rhythmically swirl her hips, and I could feel the walls of her quim milking me with every thrust. She leaned down over her, her long wet hair spilling across my face and chest, and offered me one of her perfect breasts. 
A soft moan escaped her lips when I gently sucked her nipple into my mouth, and for the first time I wondered if she was finally doing something she wanted rather than something the magical collar was telling her I’d enjoy. With that thought in mind, I did my best to return a tiny fraction of the pleasure she had brought me. My tongue lashed across her breasts one after the other, and the sweet sound of her mewling whimpers was enough to bring me over the edge. 
I spilled deep inside her, and for a moment I actually feared I might black out when she cried into my ear from her own climax. I was so drained that I slumped back on the pillows, half-dead and ready to sleep the afternoon away. 
I shook my head and placed my hands back on her hips. “Gods, I don’t even know what to say at this point.”
“If you are satisfied, then I have fulfilled my duty,” Kaseya said. 
I shook my head as she leaned up. My shriveling cock remained inside her, and she made no move to slide off or dismount. 
“Look, I understand this pledge is important to you, but it’s not fair for everything to be about me all the time.”
“Then you do not understand my pledge,” Kaseya countered. “You are the Maskari. Your will and desires are absolute.”
I sighed. “Can you at least tell me that you enjoyed yourself?”
“Of course I did. The collar ensures that I experience your pleasure as if it were my own.”
I arched an eyebrow at her. “Wait, so if I finish…you feel it too?”
“I did not at first, but our bond is already strengthening,” Kaseya said. “I suspect that I will soon share your arousal and desire mutual release.”
“Wow,” I breathed. “Whatever sorcerer invented these devices in your culture…I can’t decide if he was a genius or a real creep.”
She frowned. “I do not understand.”
“Never mind,” I muttered, leaning up and gently helping her off of me. I didn’t think I’d had anything left to give her after spilling inside her four separate times last night, but then I saw how much of my seed was trickling down her legs. 
We returned to the pool, and I heated the water with sorcery again before I finally dunked my own head. As the minutes ticked by, I became more and more aware of how much I needed to enjoy this luxury while it lasted. I didn’t even have enough coin left for a second night, which meant I really needed to tell her the truth about why I had fled to Highwind…
“Your mood darkens,” Kaseya commented. 
I grunted. If this bond really is strengthening, then there’s no way you’ll be able to hide much of anything from her for long.
You might as well just come clean now.
“Last night I told you that I decided to finally flee Vorsalos because I didn’t have any powerful friends left to protect me,” I said, bracing myself. “That’s not the whole truth.”
Kaseya nodded. “I know.”
“You’re probably wondering why I didn’t tell you the rest.”
“As the Maskari, you are under no obligation to tell me anything,” she replied mildly. 
I closed my eyes and pinched my nose. Every time I thought I’d shaken my guilt about treating her like a slave, she went and said something like that. 
“For one, you should probably start calling me Jorem. For two, you deserve the truth,” I said. “You are not my slave. I don’t own you.”
To my surprise, she didn’t immediately correct me. She just stared at me quizzically while she brushed her hair. 
“These women that are chasing me, the Senosi…I used to help them out from time to time,” I said. 
“I do not understand. You said they were trained to hunt and kill sorcerers.”
“They are. But sometimes they needed help, and on occasion I was willing to provide it in exchange for coin.” I bit my tongue, realizing just how awful this sounded when I actually spoke the words aloud. “Anyway the point is that I had a…well, I had a relationship with one of them. She paid me and helped protect me from others. In exchange, I would occasionally help her track down and capture particularly dangerous sorcerers—the ones who were legitimately a threat to everyone else.”
“But then something changed,” Kaseya reasoned. 
“Yeah,” I murmured. “When the Inquisitrix discovered that we were working together, my friend disappeared. I never saw her again after that, and I suddenly had half the city looking for me. I needed to get out of there.”
Kaseya swam across the water and placed her hands on my shoulders. “You do not have to worry now. I will protect you.”
“I know,” I said, smiling. Her relentless attachment to this pledge of hers rotated between creepy and downright disturbing, but she had a genuine innocence about her that I couldn’t help but admire. “But the Senosi aren’t the only problem. Like I said, I also needed their coin. It’s hard to sell your services as a sorcerer with the Inquisitrix breathing down your neck.”
“Your culture values coin too highly.”
“Yeah, well, one problem at a time,” I muttered. “The point is that half the reason I came here is to try and find some work. After last night…well, let’s just say we won’t be staying in a nice room like this much longer.”
Kaseya shrugged. “I do not mind sleeping beneath the stars. And I am more than capable of hunting enough game to provide for us.”
“I’m sure you are,” I said. “And you wouldn’t even complain about it for a second, would you?”
“No. Why would I?”
“Let’s just say that in my experience, gorgeous women aren’t usually interested in hanging around with men who can’t afford to put food on the table or a roof over their heads.”
“Then you have met some very foolish gorgeous women,” Kaseya said. 
I grinned and ran my fingers through her hair. It seemed impossible, but I could feel my cock stirring beneath the waterline yet again. “Compared to you, every woman I’ve ever met seems foolish.” 
She smiled and leaned in close enough that her nipples touched my chest, and I felt her hand brush against my cock and guide it back to the smoldering entrance of her quim. 
“Would you like to fornicate again before we leave?”
“Yes,” I said, grabbing her by the waist. “Yes, I would.”
 
***
 
Two hours and another mind-blowing-but-belatedly-guilt-inducing copulation later, Kaseya and I were out on the bustling streets of Highwind. No one tried to kill us when we left the inn, either, which I always considered a promising sign for the day ahead. 
“So many people,” Kaseya murmured next to me. “Even more than Vorsalos.”
“Almost twice as many, as hard as that is to believe,” I said. “Highwind is pretty much the only mainland gateway to the Shattered Coast.”
“Nol Krovos feels empty compared to this.”
I turned and studied her profile. I had only known her for a day and a half, but I already considered her one of the most unflappable people I’d ever met. The crowd was clearly making her anxious, however, so I gently took her arm and nudged her off the main street. We gradually maneuvered our way back to the edge of the district where we had been ambushed last night, and just like I expected there were plenty of guardsmen stationed around the area. 
“All right, I’m going to have a chat with one of these guys and see if I can learn anything,” I said, leading Kaseya into a nearby alleyway. “You should stay here. You’re a lot more…memorable. I don’t want one of the locals to point us out to the guards.”
She eyed me warily. “I will do as you wish, of course, but I cannot defend you unless you are nearby.”
“I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “What’s the range on this collar of yours, anyway? Will you still be able to sense my mood?”
“The bond endures across great distances.”
“I figured as much. If things go badly, you’ll still know when I’m in trouble.”
Kaseya nodded. “Yes.”
“Then just hold tight. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Taking a deep breath, I slipped back around the corner and approached the nearest guard. The scene of the battle had long since been cleared, naturally, but with luck one of these grunts would still have something useful to tell me about the identity of our attackers.
“Lots of folks seem to be steering clear of this place today,” I commented from just behind the guard’s shoulder. “Something happen last night?”
The man turned and scowled at me with his ugly, pock-marked face. “Mind your business. Move along.”
I grunted and crossed my arms. “Sorry to bother you. I just wondered what was going on. I own a shop near the canal and I was hoping to—”
“I said mind your business,” he growled. “If you don’t live here, then get the hell out.”
I bit down on my lip and glanced around to see if anyone else nearby was paying attention to us. Fortunately the guards were fairly spread out, and the bustle of the nearby streets drowned out casual conversation quite easily. 
All of which meant I had another option to get the answers I wanted. 
“I just need to you ask you a few questions, friend,” I said, reaching out to the Aether and using its power to plumb the guard’s mind. “I promise it won’t take long.”
The guard pivoted all the way around, still scowling, until my eyes met his and my magic took hold. I hadn’t figured out how to manipulate the minds of more than one person at a time  yet, unfortunately, but I had learned how to control one reasonably well. Manipulating idiots was an essential skill for anyone who wanted to survive on the fringes of society. 
“Sure, no problem,” he said, smiling helpfully. Somehow it made him look even uglier. “What can I do for you, friend?”
“I heard there was a fight here last night,” I said, gesturing back to the street. “Do you know who was responsible?”
The man sighed and shrugged. “Just the usual. These guild wars are getting worse and worse every week.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “‘Guild wars?’”
“That’s what the boss is calling it. Ever since the Black Mistress took the reins of the Undercity, the old guilds have been struggling to unseat her. I think they were trying to waylay one of her shipments last night, but a couple of travelers stumbled into it by accident and fucked the whole thing up. Kind of funny, actually.”
I nodded idly as I tried to pull the pieces together. They weren’t fitting particularly well just yet. “I heard there was a woman alongside these thugs. Lots of leather, a red scarf…do you know anything about her?”
The guard snickered. “You sure you aren’t thinking about the brothel? Sounds like costume night.”
I smiled back. “Maybe the one who mentioned her to me was just hallucinating.”
“Probably, though the thugs here were working for someone, a foreigner I’d bet. The captain thinks that some of the other city-states are trying to take advantage of the chaos.”
“I wouldn’t put it past them,” I murmured, my mind still racing through the possibilities. “What about this ‘Black Mistress?’ Anything you can tell me about her?”
“Not really,” the guard said. “No one knows her name or background, but she practically transformed the Undercity overnight. She’s obsessed with magic—she’s been recruiting Academy drop-outs and Mage Guild exiles for months.”
I felt both my eyebrows perk up. “Is that so?” 
“She and her cronies have been selling their illegally enchanted goods all over the city. The Archmage is livid, of course.”
“Of course.”
“A lot of folks think she’s running some kind of slavery ring, too, but who knows?”
I pursed my lips. The longer I maintained the charm spell, the more likely someone would notice—and the more potential damage I could cause to the victim’s mind. I didn’t have much more time. “Do you have any idea how to get in contact with the Black Mistress?”
“No one does, as far as I can tell,” the guard. “The Undercity is a damn maze these days. Her people have thrown up illusions everywhere. The Knights of the Silver Fist sent a patrol down there last week, and even they couldn’t purge the spells fast enough to figure out where they were going. It’s going to take a lot more coin and effort than the Council is willing to invest right now.”
“I see,” I said. “Well, thanks for help. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.”
“No problem.” The man smiled again and clapped me on the arm. “We should get drinks sometime!”
I grinned back. “I’d like that.”
I rendezvoused with Kaseya a few minutes later, and I led her further down the street on the off chance the guard actually remembered our meeting and tried to do something about it. A true enchanter could probably prevent that particular side effect, but sorcery was inherently unpredictable. 
“You seem…conflicted,” she said once we reached a reasonably private corner a few blocks away. “What did you learn?”
“Apparently the reason that Senosi Huntress didn’t engage is because she wasn’t actually there for us,” I said. “She hired those thugs to ambush a shipment of illegal enchanted goods.”
Kaseya’s face didn’t light up with surprise like I expected. She looked more relieved than anything, which I found odd…
“A strange but fortuitous coincidence, then,” she said. 
“In a way,” I said. “From the sound of it, there’s an ongoing power struggle between several different factions of the underworld right now. The strongest one is led by a woman they call the ‘Black Mistress,’ whose major crime seems to be harboring uncertified spellcasters and circulating illegal magical items.”
“She sounds like a potential ally,” Kaseya said. 
“Maybe,” I said, furtively glancing about in search of eavesdroppers. “I don’t know for certain, but I bet that Huntress was sent here by the Inquisitrix to try and help overthrow the Black Mistress. Not because she cares about Highwind, of course—she just knows that destabilizing the city is in Vorsalos’s best interests.”
Kaseya nodded absently. I still thought her reaction was a little strange, and I made mental note to ask her about it later. 
“The important thing is that apparently this Huntress isn’t after us,” I went on. “We may have smacked down her thugs, but it sounds like she has more important things on her plate right now. All in all, I’d say we’re reasonably safe for the moment.”
“What about this Black Mistress? Do you wish to try and contact her?”
“I don’t know how—yet.” I paused and considered our options. “Well, we still need coin regardless, and I suspect our best bet is probably some good, old-fashioned mercenary work. Assuming you’re up for it.”
“You know I am, Maskari,” Kaseya said. 
I sighed. “We talked about this. You can just call me Jorem.”
“As you wish,” she said, smiling faintly. “Jorem.”
“Better,” I said, grinning. “Before I left, a friend of mine recommended I check the official bounty boards maintained by the Highwind Guard. Most of the guilds won’t bother will small-time contracts, but it’s a decent way to make connections and prove your worth.”
“To whom?” Kaseya asked. 
It was a good question, probably even better than she realized. I had fled Vorsalos out of desperation, not because I’d concocted a grand scheme to acquire riches. I would have loved to study magic here, but from what I’d heard the Highwind Academy didn’t accept sorcerers. Apparently their current Headmistress—a haughty high elf, if my information was correct—was also a tremendous bitch. 
I couldn’t hire myself out as a mercenary spellcaster for the same reason: every reputable business and guild in town required an Academy certificate up front. The only ones left were the “disreputable” businesses and guilds, which, to be fair, were the people I had the most experience dealing with anyway. 
“I’m sure there are plenty of folks in this city willing to pay good coin for a competent sorcerer,” I said. “Especially one with an even more competent bodyguard.”
I asked for directions from the nearest shopkeeper, and they directed me to the board near the district’s exit. The postings were even more numerous than I had expected. Some paid almost nothing, and plenty of others struck me as downright fraudulent. But perhaps that was just my Vorsalosian cynicism talking. 
“If you cannot choose, perhaps you should consult the Aether for guidance,” Kaseya suggested.
I turned and frowned. “How so?”
She shrugged. “On Nol Krovos, experienced moshalim—sorcerers—will often call upon the Aether to reveal glimpses of the future.”
“Unfortunately, that’s well beyond my abilities,” I said, squinting at the postings. “And finding a teacher was never in the cards.”
“Perhaps you should return to the island with me someday,” Kaseya said. “My people are not fond of outsiders, but as my Maskari they would be compelled to allow you entry. Our moshalim could teach you a great deal.”
“I bet they could,” I murmured. I wasn’t thinking about the sorcerers, of course. If the women there were even half as beautiful as Kaseya…
“Fornication with another moshalim’s bond-mate is punishable by death,” she said. “Unless her Maskari permits it.”
“Yeah, I didn’t mean…” I trailed off and closed my eyes. I really needed to learn to control my thoughts better. “Let’s just focus on picking out a job, okay?”
Kaseya shrugged and glanced back at the board. “What about these? They all mention bandits on the North Road. Kidnappings, theft…”
I glanced at the different postings and nodded. “The fact there’s more than one probably means they’re not all a hoax. The pay isn’t great, but maybe we’ll get lucky and be able to collect on more than one.”
“It is also a chance to attain considerable honor,” she said. “Earn enough and perhaps the people of the city will begin to respect all moshalim.”
I snorted, assuming it was a joke…but then I saw her face and belatedly remembered just how naïve she was. “Unfortunately, things don’t work that way here.”
Kaseya turned. “You think I am foolish.”
“No, I think you’re….” I trailed off and licked my lips. “I think Nol Krovos sounds like a nice place with good people, but the culture here is very different.”
Her eyes flicked about the nearby market. “I shall trust in your wisdom, Jorem.”
I grunted and plucked one of the postings from the board. In all my years scraping by in Vorsalos, I had never once imagined that I would be trying to eke out a living as a mercenary. I was a sorcerer—I had the power of the gods at my fingertips!
But you don’t have Valuri or her coin. And you never will again, since you abandoned her to the Inquisitrix.
 Kaseya frowned at me. “Is something wrong?”
“No,” I lied, the long-buried guilt rising in my stomach once again. I had managed to go almost a whole day without thinking of Valuri by name, but now there it was, burning a hole in my conscience. Even the company of a beautiful woman could only help me ignore what I’d done for so long. 
“Something is upsetting you,” she said, touching my shoulder. “If you tell me, I can—”
“There’s nothing you can do,” I told her. I forced a smile and gestured towards the city wall with my chin. “Come on, let’s get moving.”
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The bounty posting directed us to a small shop near the northern gate. A Mage’s Guild symbol was emblazoned on a wooden placard outside, and the long-bearded, unkempt-robe-wearing owner fit the stereotype of the doddering old wizard so perfectly it almost made me suspicious. I was concerned he would pepper us with questions before giving us the details of the bounty, but thankfully he wasn’t much of a talker. He split his time evenly between gawking at Kaseya’s cleavage and leering at her long legs. 
Thankfully, the bounty itself was rather straightforward. Apparently a guild caravan had been scheduled to arrive two days ago, but the Duskwatch Rangers found the carriage burned and upended on the road yesterday. The guild’s ongoing assumption was that bandits had stolen the cargo in order to trade it with Vorsalosian relic smugglers, a group of people I had far too much experience dealing with. 
“Five thousand coins for the return of the supplies,” Kaseya said once we’d left the shop. “Is that a generous offer?”
“It’s not quite enough for any big-time mercenaries to pursue, but it will make huge difference to us,” I told her. “We could live here comfortably for a year or two with that kind of coin.”
“Then we should depart at once, yes? Unless we travel through the night, it will take us at least two days to make this trip on foot.”
“Yeah, we just need to pick up some basic supplies first,” I said, running a hand back through my short hair. Something about this didn’t feel right, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Perhaps it was just the strange coincidence that the first decent job offer I’d found involved both magic and smugglers from Vorsalos. Was it too convenient, or was I just being paranoid like usual?
Either way, I couldn’t really say no to this much gold. Not when my coin purse was so light a stiff wind would have blown it away. And of course, there was also another, less reputable option here…
“If that guardsman was right and the Black Mistress deals in illegal enchanted goods, we could potentially use this cargo to buy our way into her favor,” I said. “We’d lose out on the coin, but having a powerful ally is a better bargain in the long run.”
Kaseya frowned. “But you promised that old man you would recover his belongings.”
“I know, but…” I glanced away and sighed. Considering how obsessed she was with following her own pledge, I should have known she wouldn’t respond well to the idea of backing out on an agreement. “Look, you’re just going to have to trust me, all right?”
“Whether I trust you or not, I am bound to obey your commands,” she said. “Lead on.”
I bit down on my lip. I really wasn’t comfortable with the idea of making her do something she didn’t want to do. As I kept telling her—and myself—she was not my slave. Sooner or later we were going to have to work that out. 
For now, however, she was right that we needed to keep moving. After purchasing some basic supplies for the trip, we departed the city through the northern gate along with half a dozen caravans headed towards the mining villages in the mountains. I was actually surprised when the guards didn’t harass us; living in Vorsalos had apparently jaded me even more than I realized. Highwind was legendary for its adventurer guilds and mercenary bands, so I should have known that Kaseya and I wouldn’t look out of place.
A few hours into the trip, I really started to regret the fact I couldn’t afford a horse, and an hour after that I became convinced that my legs were about to fall off. Unsurprisingly, Kaseya didn’t seem fazed in the slightest. She navigated with the map we’d purchased in town, diverting us off the road and into the forest whenever we could shave time off our trip. We encountered a few Duskwatch patrols as well, enough to make me feel reasonably safe about your detours through otherwise untracked terrain. I was far more worried about collapsing from exhaustion than being eaten by a bear. 
I distracted myself from the pain and fatigue by imagining how good it was going to feel when I bent her over a rock and fucked her beneath the stars tonight. Assuming I had any strength left by that point.  
Gods, you really are pathetic. All that power, all that potential, and you’ve stooped to taking advantage of a brainwashed girl from a backwards culture. 
As the hours ticked by, Valuri’s scolding voice became a permanent fixture inside my head. She wouldn’t have approved of anything I’d done since leaving Vorsalos, and she would have been downright horrified about Kaseya. The two women had plenty of things in common—determination, grit, self-reliance, perfect tits—but in terms of personality they were essentially polar opposites. No one in their right mind would have ever described Valuri as submissive or obedient, and despite the fact I had fucked her hundreds of times and spilled in her mouth a few hundred more, she had always projected an aura of mystery I found irresistible. 
Kaseya sensed my ruminations, but thankfully she eventually stopped asking what was bothering me. I could tell that my elusiveness was starting to bother her, however, and I spent the last few hours before nightfall building up the courage to tell her the whole story.
We reached a cozy-looking copse just before the sun vanished beneath the horizon, and I decided it was probably the best place for us to set up camp for the evening. Kaseya immediately set to work acquiring wood for a fire while I circled the perimeter and checked for any signs of trouble. I inscribed a few wards at the edges of our camp just in case someone tried to sneak up on us, fully aware that they wouldn’t do a damn thing against a Senosi Huntress. They would work on bandits just fine, though, not to mention the random hungry bear or troll.  
Once Kaseya had assembled enough wood, I ignited the pile with a burst of magical flame and sat down next to her on the bedroll. “Before we eat, there’s something I’ve wanted to tell you,” I said. “Something you deserve to know.”
“You are not required to part with your secrets,” she reminded me.   
“Maybe not, but I want to,” I said. “You’ve been so open with me…it only seems fair.”
Her cheek twitched ever so slightly, enough that I suddenly wondered if she hadn’t actually been that open to me. But I decided to press on regardless. 
“Back in town, I mentioned that I used to occasionally work for a Senosi Huntress,” I said. “That’s true, but it’s only part of the story. I didn’t just work for her. The two of us were close. Too close sometimes, honestly.”
“She was the first woman you ever copulated with,” Kaseya said.
“Uh…yeah, there’s also that,” I murmured. “Her name was Valuri Sovaal, and without her I never would have survived this long. She shielded me from the wrath of the Inquisitrix, but it was more than that. She taught me things….things I don’t think I could have learned from anyone else.” 
“Did you love her?”
I bit down on my lip. “I’m not sure I’d call it love, exactly. But let’s just say that we were an incredibly effective team. I had never met anyone like her before. I still haven’t.” I paused and pursed my lips. “We worked together for a little over a year before the Inquisitrix learned about our relationship. Everything we’d built, everything we had worked to accomplish…it all crumbled overnight. I saw the other Huntresses drag her away, and I was powerless to stop them.”
Kaseya’s eyes narrowed in thought. No matter how much I struggled to control my mood, I had no doubt that plenty of my feelings were slipping through into her collar. “You feel guilty that you could not help her.”
“Calling it ‘guilt’ doesn’t begin to cover it,” I said. “She took an enormous risk sparing me, and I owe her a debt I can never repay. But when those Huntresses took her…I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. My magic is virtually worthless against them, and I didn’t exactly have a lot of allies waiting around to risk their lives for a renegade sorcerer and his Senosi lover. There was nothing I could do.”
I grunted and crossed my arms. “That was almost three months ago. By now she’s almost certainly dead, but not before the Inquisitrix tortured her. Just thinking about it makes me…”
I closed my eyes and balled my hands into fists. I didn’t even hear Kaseya move, but a moment later her hands were gently squeezing my shoulders and her lips were barely an inch from mine. She didn’t say anything; she just held onto me and remained close. 
“At the very least, Valuri deserves justice,” I whispered as I reopened my eyes. “I promised myself that one day I would return to Vorsalos and avenge her, but it was just a lie to dull the pain. I don’t think I can ever go back. All I can do is start over.”
“I do not know much about the world beyond Nol Krovos,” Kaseya said, “but even my people fear the growing reach of this Inquisitrix. Hestiah and I were sent to Vorsalos to investigate the situation. We didn’t learn much before we were forced to flee.”
“Well, you can bet that the Inquisitrix wouldn’t approve of your sorcerers or your culture in general,” I said. “She wants to purge the world of magic, but in the meantime she’s content to recruit and train women as channelers.”
“Only women?”
“Yeah. Ostensibly, she believes they are the only ones who can properly resist the ‘darkest temptations’ of the Aether.”
Kaseya pursed her lips in thought. “I suppose that perception is not entirely dissimilar from that of our matriarchs. They believe that the moshalim are inherently deadly and unstable. We bond with them so that we can sate their desires and temper the darkest of their impulses.”
“Well, in the case of the Inquisitrix, it’s all a big lie anyway. I’m not convinced that she actually cares about purging magic. All she wants is power, and she’s spent the last several decades amassing a cult to help her take over the city.”
Kaseya shifted forward and wrapped her hands around my neck. “Perhaps you and I should return to Vorsalos someday. We could avenge your friend and destroy these Senosi at the source.”
I snorted. “I think we might need an army first.”
“Once they are fully bonded, an amazon and her Maskari are more than a match for any army,” Kaseya said.  
I almost laughed before I realized she was serious. Her earnest confidence really was charming in its own way, assuming it didn’t end up getting us killed. 
On impulse, I pulled her in for a long, deep kiss. My hands didn’t slide further beneath her skirt, nor did hers attempt to breach my trousers. We just held each other close for several long, breathless minutes, and when she finally leaned away we both smiled at each other for several long, breathless minutes more. 
“Maybe I will return home one day,” I said eventually. “I just wanted you to know the full story.”
“Thank you for telling me,” Kaseya replied. She stared at me for a long moment, her eyes glimmering in the firelight. “We should continue to strengthen our connection tonight. I promise that it will make you feel better.”
“Of that, I have no doubt.”
Kaseya smiled. “You should consider activating your ring. It will allow you to experience the full range of my emotions, just as I experience yours.”
I held up my left hand and studied the ring she had given me. “So I get to activate or deactivate mine whenever I want, but you don’t.”
“Correct. My collar cannot be removed.”
“That doesn’t seem fair.”
“It is not meant to be fair.”
“Maybe it should be,” I said. “Here’s to equality…”
I tapped the ring with my thumb. The tiny glyphs inscribed on the surface began to glow, and a moment later I felt a wave of emotions crash over me as if I had just smashed open a mental dam. Sorting through them was almost impossible, but amidst the deluge there was one that stuck out above all the others. 
Specifically, her overwhelming desire for me to throw her onto the ground, mount her from behind, and fuck her ass until her cries of pleasure echoed throughout the forest. 
She smiled devilishly when I met her eyes, and my cock hardened to full length in less than a second. The raw intensity of her lust was almost unbelievable. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who had spent the entire day fantasizing out what would happen when we finally set up camp for the night. 
“Holy shit,” I stammered. “I don’t—”
Kaseya leaned forward and kissed me. Her tongue pierced my lips at nearly the same moment her hand slipped into my trousers. Her fingers deftly worked my cock free, and she stroked me in perfect rhythm with the movement of our lips. I couldn’t believe how much she wanted this—she, Kaseya, not just her collar. 
She wanted me to hold her down and fuck her as hard as I could. She wanted me to tame her, to dominate her, to remind her that even though she was a proud amazon warrior, I was the one in charge. Her taught, perfectly honed body was ultimately nothing more than a wet sheath for my aching cock. And it always would be. 
Grabbing ahold of her wrists, I tossed her down into the dirt next to the fire as hard as I could. She gasped in surprise, but I could feel the ripple of excitement shudder through her body. I pounced on top of her before she could turn around or stand, effectively pinning her beneath me. 
“Get your ass in the air,” I growled into her ear. “Now!”
She obediently shuffled her knees forward, lifting her ass off the ground and presenting herself to me like a bitch in heat. I kept one hand pressed firmly against her head to hold her face flat against the ground while the other swatted aside the leather straps of her skirt and ripped apart the thong beneath. With a primal roar of conquest, I plunged my manhood straight into her sopping, smoldering cunt. 
Her muffled squeal echoed off the trees, and once again I felt a shudder of pleasure cascade through her entire body. Our magical bond had essentially created an endless loop of ecstasy: my pleasure rippled through her, which then in turn rippled back through me. The rougher I thrust, the harder she whimpered; the harder she whimpered, the harder I thrust. Within mere moments I was pounding into her so violently that her ass and thighs had turned red. 
But I wasn’t done yet. 
I pulled out mere moments before I flooded her cunt with my seed. My glistening cock twitched in mid-air, enraged that I hadn’t given it the release it so desperately craved. I paused just long enough to catch my breath and regain control before I shoved her face even harder into the dirt. 
“Spread your knees,” I ordered. “Give me your ass!”
Kaseya did as I commanded, offering me the one hole I had yet to claim. I pressed my throbbing cockhead against her nether entrance, using my free hand to help guide it into her swollen inch by swollen inch. I could feel her pain and her pleasure all at once, and it only encouraged me to plunge deeper more quickly. Knowing that I’d been the first man to claim her virgin cunt made my cock twinge every time I thought about it, but there was something truly special about being the first man to fuck a woman’s beautiful ass. The pleading whimpers, the impossible tightness, the undeniable sense of power and domination…
“Take it all!” I snarled, shifting my grip to her long ponytail. I wrenched it back every time I thrust, lifting her head and then slamming it down again. My inhibitions faded as my cock swelled. My guilt evaporated as her cries became more and more intense. 
“Maskari!” Kaseya cried out. “I am yours!”
I yanked her head back one final time as my seed flooded her bowels. My cock seemed to plunge deeper with every spasm, and by the fifth volley I was completely spent. I collapsed atop her yet again, pinning her flat against like a lioness who had just been dominated by the king of the pride. I remained there for several minutes until my cock had completely shriveled, and when I finally leaned up I was once again astonished at how much I had pumped into her. The viscous white stream trickling down her ass to her quim was already pooling on the ground. 
I have no idea of how long I sat there on my haunches, marveling at the sight of the moonlight glinting off her body and wondering for the millionth time what in the multiverse I had done to deserve her. She turned towards me and smiled tiredly but contentedly. I was a big enough man to admit that I had enjoyed the company of whores in Vorsalos, and once I had even enjoyed the attention of a guild lord’s harem. All those women had been attractive and attentive, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I had thoroughly enjoyed filling them—and occasionally covering them—with my seed. 
But Kaseya wasn’t a whore or a slave, not really. She had chosen this. She wanted this. Her smiles and pleased whimpers were the greatest gifts of all. 
I crawled back over to her, and in response she lifted her ass and presented herself for me again. But I didn’t want her that way. I flipped her over onto her back, placed her ankles upon my shoulders, and pressed down until her knees were touching her chest. My lips hovered an inch above hers, and I waited for her to smile and placed her hands around my neck before I kissed her. My tongue slipped into her mouth at the same time my cock thrust into her quim. 
I pumped her slowly, gently, as if she were the most important thing in the world. When her nails dug into my flesh and her body seized in climax, I flooded her with every drop of seed I had left. Our names echoed through the forest, screamed from one another’s lips. 
I was her Maskari, and she was my amazon warrior. I had only known her for a week, and I already couldn’t imagine it any other way. 
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As hard as it was to believe, Kaseya and I were actually able to walk mostly fine the next morning even without the aid of restorative magic. We made even better time than the previous day, actually, though I did have to deactivate my ring after only a few hours. Containing my own libido was difficult enough without hers amplifying it, and we did need to move fairly quickly if we wanted to reach the bandit’s stronghold by nightfall. Assuming it was real and not a hoax, anyway. 
The map led us more or less in the right direction, and Kaseya’s tracking skills filled in the gaps when necessary. We passed the North Road around noon, though we didn’t spot any travelers or caravans. The boot prints in the nearby forest were still fresh, however, and based on their number alone I was fairly certain we had found the right trail. A few hours before nightfall, my suspicions were confirmed. 
Unfortunately, so were my biggest doubts. 
“That’s not an outpost,” I whispered. “It’s a bloody fortress.”
Based on the description from the bounty, I had expected a ramshackle wooden fort built into the side of the mountain, not half of a damn castle. End to end, the walls stretched at least a hundred yards, though the size worried me far less than the battlements and the twin watchtowers. Even from here I could see at least nine men on the walls, and for all we knew there could have been fifty more inside the actual keep and courtyard. The only remotely encouraging sign was that the stone was old and crumbling, but it was probably more than sufficient to repel an assault from anything short of heavy siege equipment or powerful magic. 
“I thought you said there were dozens of small mining villages along the edge of the mountains here,” Kaseya said, leaning down in the grass next to me. 
“According to the map, there are,” I said. “Their militias wouldn’t have a chance in hell against fortifications like this. Then again, a patrol of knights wouldn’t have a chance against fortifications like this, either.”
I slumped behind the knoll and swore under my breath. I hadn’t expected this to be as easy blasting a few thugs and recovering the stolen cargo, but this had devolved from “dangerous” to “suicidal” in record time.
“Based on the tracks we found and the fact that these men haven’t attempted to rule any of the villages, I doubt there are more than fifteen or twenty warriors inside,” Kaseya said, her eyes narrowing in thought. “You shouldn’t be so concerned. “If we wait for the cover of night, we should be able to—”
“We could be outnumbered twenty to one for all we know,” I interrupted. “I don’t care how dark it gets—we’re not overcoming those odds.”
She frowned. “They are merely brigands. You are moshalim, and I am a trained amazon warrior. They will not be able to stand against us.”
I sighed and rubbed at my temples. Last night I had found her earnest self-assuredness charming, but it had suddenly become a liability. “Look, I appreciate the vote of confidence, but we have to be realistic. The two of us can’t—”
“I am as skilled with a bow as a blade,” Kaseya interrupted. “Once I remove the sentry in the eastern tower, your magic can propel me up onto the wall. I can easily eliminate their other spotters and catch the rest in their sleep.”
 I paused and studied her silhouette as she squinted out towards the fortress. I didn’t need to reactivate my ring to know that she wasn’t just blustering. She was fully convinced that she could sneak inside the fortress and discreetly murder a few dozen men in their sleep. My mind flashed back to a few years ago when Valuri and I had shared almost the exact same argument about an underground base filled with local gangsters. I was the one who constantly ran the risk of overchanneling the Aether and destroying himself, but apparently fate thought it was a good idea to repeatedly pair me off with beautiful, deadly, suicidally-confident women.
“Getting you up onto the wall would be easy, true,” I admitted, “but I’m not just going to let you take on an entire fort full of brigands by yourself.”
“It is the only way I can guarantee your safety,” Kaseya told me. “If I am overwhelmed, you will still be able to escape.”
“Just because you pledged to serve me doesn’t make you expendable. If we’re going to do this, we’ll do it together.”
“If that is your wish. But whatever our strategy, you should allow me to bear the brunt of the risk.”
I couldn’t help but shake my head and grin at the sheer absurdity of the situation. Last night I had been holding her face-down in the dirt while I savagely fucked her ass, and now, barely half a day later, she was perfectly willing to charge into an enemy fortress and die on my behalf. It was ludicrous beyond reason. And yet here we were. 
“Before we do anything, we should get a closer look at their numbers and defenses,” I said. “We can’t risk approaching on foot, but there’s a chance I can scry on them from here.”
Kaseya turned to face me. “I did not realize you had mastered such magic.”
“I haven’t, which is why I don’t know if it will actually work,” I said. “As a friend of mine used to say, I know a little about a lot of things. Sadly, in the real world that doesn’t seem as useful as knowing a lot about a few.”
I closed my eyes and stretched out through the Aether. In my mind’s eye, I could see the field surrounding us almost like I had become a leaf on the wind, but moving my field of view closer to the fortress proved even more strenuous than I’d anticipated. I felt Kaseya stir next to me, and after a few moments she pressed her forehead against mine. 
“I am no sorcerer,” she said, “but the moshalim on Nol Krovos often find that physical contact aids with their concentration.”
“All right,” I whispered. It didn’t make any sense to me, but I wasn’t about to push her away for no reason. The flowery scent of her hair—how did it always smell so damn good?—greeted my nostrils and did actually help me relax. 
It took a few more minutes, but I eventually I managed to stretch my senses all the way to fortress. Other than the nine sentries on the battlements, I only sensed a handful more inside the actual keep. They were all haggard and half-starving, and their weapons and armor were clearly scavenged and/or stolen. I made a mental note of the structural weaknesses in the stone and the locations of all their potential light-sources…
“All right,” I said, opening my eyes. “There are fewer men than I thought, and they’re not equipped particularly well. I’m a little surprised they managed to steal cargo from guild wizards, honestly.”
“Do you know if the supplies are still here?”
“If they are, they’re probably inside the keep. I can’t stretch my senses that far.” I paused. “They certainly don’t look like they’ve received any kind of massive payment. I bet they’re still waiting for their buyer to show up.”
“Then we arrived just in time,” Kaseya said. 
“Yeah,” I murmured. Something about this didn’t feel right, and not just because we were so badly outnumbered. If the cargo the mages were delivering was at all valuable—and the five thousand coin bounty suggested it was—then why wouldn’t the guild have had more guards defending it? Even a few apprentices and a hired sword or two could have probably held off an ambush from this sorry lot. 
Regardless, at this point it didn’t really matter. Our odds were a lot better than I’d first thought, and the bottom line was that I needed the coin—or a way to buy my way into the good graces of the Black Mistress. Either way, an opportunity like this might not present itself again for a while. 
“All right,” I said. “We still have some time. All we need now is a plan.”
 
***
 
We waited until a few hours after nightfall before we risked creeping closer to the fortress. Without the torch sconces on the battlements we wouldn’t have been able to spot the sentries, and even with them my eyes took quite a while to properly adjust. The cloudy sky had all but smothered the moon tonight, which Kaseya considered a good omen. I was reserving judgment until after we got through this alive. 
“Not that I doubt your training,” I whispered as she drew her bow and nocked an arrow, “but I wouldn’t trust an elven ranger to make a shot from this distance in this lighting.”
“I can see his silhouette,” she said. “The air is still and conditions are favorable. I have taken longer shots before.”
I sensed the slightest hint of wounded pride in her voice. I had only known her for a few days now, but I could already tell that she was the kind of the woman who took failure as a personal insult. Valuri had been the same way; she had practically thrown a fit every time she’d missed a shot with her crossbow, no matter the range or wind. 
Apparently I really did have a weakness for perfectionist women with smoldering hot bodies. Who knew?
“If you miss, the whole fort will be after us,” I said, touching Kaseya’s arm before she could draw back the bowstring. “And if you don’t kill him outright, we’ll have the same problem.”
She traced a finger down the limb of her bow. “This weapon was enchanted by one of our most powerful moshalim. Arrows fired from its string are designed to kill quickly and quietly.”
I frowned and studied the weapon. I could feel the Aetheric energy coursing through the wood, though I couldn’t discern the exact nature of the enchantment. Artifice was well outside my realm of expertise. 
“It’s still too risky,” I said. 
Kaseya cocked a red eyebrow. “You have a different suggestion?”
I pursed my lips and stared at the fort. The reasonable voice in my head was still yelling at me to turn and get out of here, but the impulsive voice—the one I usually listened to—had a better idea. 
“I know a technique to enhance my own vision,” I said. “Normally it doesn’t work on anyone else, but maybe we can exploit this bond of ours somehow.”
Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the Aether and tried to remember exactly how to weave this particular spell. It took a few minutes, but eventually my eyes sharpened to the point where I could see through the darkness almost as well as if it were broad daylight. The tower sentry, once an amorphous shadow, was now clearly a man leaning back against the battlements and struggling to ward off sleep. 
“I can see him,” Kaseya said, her own eyes narrowing in concentration. “It is…remarkable.”
“Then this is all you, sweetheart,” I said, releasing her arm. “Go ahead and show me what you can do.”
She drew back the bowstring and took aim. Considering what was at stake, I should have been completely silent and focused on her target. But because I was pathetic and apparently insatiable, my eyes drifted down to her bare thighs as she braced herself on a knee. I couldn’t help but imagine her naked, thong-less quim beneath the leather straps of her skirt. If we got out of this in one piece, I promised myself that I was going to have an enormous amount of fun destroying that tight little ass of hers again tonight…
Kaseya turned and lowered her bow. “Shall I relieve you again before we continue?”
“What? No.” I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. “Sorry, I’m not trying to distract you. It’s just…you know.”
I was reasonably sure I saw her smirk before she drew the bowstring again, but she turned away before I could be sure. I took a deep breath and forced my mind to stay clear. I really hated being a man sometimes. Not often, admittedly, and not for long. But still…
The sudden twang of her bowstring refocused my attention. Her arrow arched through the night sky, its silver fletching glinting in the moonlight for a mere fraction of a second before it pierced the sentry’s neck. He died instantly and soundlessly thanks to the magic in her bow, though Kaseya still held up her hand and paused for a moment just in case anyone inside had noticed the shot. When we didn’t hear anything for half a minute, she pointed towards the wall. 
I nodded and dashed along beside her, trying to keep as low and quiet as I could. As impressed as I was with her shot, I was even more astonished by the abrupt shift in her mood and demeanor. Just like when we had been attacked off the docks, she had transitioned from obsequious servant to hardened warrior in the blink of an eye. Yet again I was reminded of Valuri, and yet again my stomach clenched when I thought about how I’d abandoned her…
Biting down on my lip hard enough to draw blood, I glanced up to the edge of the beleaguered battlements once we reached the fortress’s edge. Kaseya looked at me expectantly, and I nodded as I reached out to the Aether and cradled her body in an invisible fist of magical force. Taking another deep breath to aim and focus, I hurled her up onto the wall and held her in place until she confirmed her safety through our link. 
Now just make sure you don’t fuck up and throw yourself all the way over the wall and into the courtyard. 
Wincing at the memory of my last few failed attempts to fly, I repeated the same technique and launched myself up straight into the air. My aim wasn’t perfect—I almost crashed into the crenellations by being overcautious with my arc—but I managed to tumble when I hit the top of the battlements and roll safely into position.  
Kaseya, for her part, leapt into action the moment she knew I was safe. Dashing towards the watchtower, she quickly checked the corpse inside before she scrambled to the door and lined up a shot at the other tower sentry. He was dead a full ten seconds before I caught up to her, but she wasn’t done: when one of the bandits from the courtyard unexpectedly ascended the steps towards the tower, she nocked another arrow and silently eliminated him as well.  
Three shots, three horrifyingly accurate kills. Forget taking bounties—she could just join the Duskwatch Rangers and get promoted to captain in a few weeks. We could probably live comfortably off her salary. I could just sit at home reading all day, waiting patiently for her to shift to end so I could tie her up and fuck her until morning…
“Are you ready?” Kaseya whispered. 
“Yeah,” I rasped, reaching out to the Aether again. If the stench of blood and death couldn’t pull my mind out of the sewer, then maybe I really was hopeless. 
I followed closely behind her as she crept towards the closest staircase, bow still in hand. Most of the bandits were still sleeping on the bedrolls in the courtyard, blissfully unaware of our presence. Killing them would be easy enough; I could conjure a fireball and vaporize most of them before they had a chance to react. But I wasn’t here to murder a bunch of starving bandits, even the ones that deserved it. I might have been a terrible person—my recent behavior with my accidental amazon slave seemed to corroborate this theory pretty strongly—but I still liked to believe I was a few shades better than a murderous psychopath. For now, at least. 
Once we reached the ground floor and confirmed that no one was awake, we sneaked across the dirt courtyard all the way to the door of the inner keep. While Kaseya pressed her ear against the dilapidated wooden door, I reached out through the Aether to see if I could sense anyone nearby on the other side. I was only a dabbler with clairvoyant magic, just like with most channeling techniques, but I was reasonably confident in my ability to detect the presence of any magical items within a few dozen yards. 
Which was precisely why the hairs on the back of my neck started to prickle when I sensed a person instead.
Kaseya squatted down next to me and frowned when our bond relayed my growing anxiety. “I do not hear any additional sentries. What’s wrong?”
“I can sense an Aetheric echo in there,” I told her. “But it’s from a person, not the supplies.”
She creased her head in concentration. “Yes…I can sense it too. A prisoner? Perhaps one of the guild members who was escorting the caravan?”
“Maybe, but if so we shouldn’t sense anything. Wizards don’t produce an Aetheric echo like sorcerers do.”
“Perhaps one of the bandits is a rogue moshalim.”
“Let’s hope not,” I said, hissing softly between my teeth. “All right, we’ll stick to the plan and have a look around.  We’ll head inside and—”
The door to the keep suddenly burst open mid-word, slamming into Kaseya and knocking her into me. We tumbled together in an awkward ball of arms and legs before she somehow managed to vault off me and unsheathe her sword. I recovered my balance just in time to watch her charge the thoroughly shocked bandit and skewer her blade straight through his gut. 
He did not die silently. His gurgling shriek echoed off the walls of the fortress, and we were suddenly out of time.
“Oh, shit.”
To their credit, the bandits sleeping in the courtyard were awake and armed in a matter of seconds, and the sound of frantic, booted footfalls rumbled from inside the keep as more men rushed out to see what the hell had just happened. Kaseya, as unflappable as ever, grabbed her shield off her back and braced herself for their charge.
“Keep them at bay while I hold the door!” she shouted. 
I swore under my breath as I sheathed myself in a glowing mantle of protective magic. I only had a few more seconds before I got swarmed, not nearly enough to muster enough power for a full-on assault. So instead, I improvised. 
Extending both my hands, I blasted the ground in front of me with a gout of green magical fire until I had created a semi-circular wall around us. Most of the bandits dove away, terrified at the sight of magic, and between the rising smoke and the crackling flames we had decent cover for if and when they invariably overcame their fear. 
Behind me, Kaseya had already clashed with a pair of bandits, scything down one and bashing the other with her shield. A third charged at her from the doorway, an enormous axe clutched in both his oversized hands. He swung across his body like he was chopping down a tree, but Kaseya expertly caught the wild attack with her shield, deflecting the axe rather than attempting to stop it head-on. The bandit careened off balance, allowing her to lunge inside his guard and thrust her sword through his chest. 
I was just about to blast the battlements and scare off the survivors when an arrow whistled through the flaming wall and struck Kaseya in the shoulder. I froze in place, mortified, and time seemed to slow around me as she crumpled to a knee. A second shot followed the first, glancing harmlessly off my spell armor, but at that point I was barely even paying attention. The instant I saw blood hemorrhaging down her back, I screamed and unleashed my full power. 
The Aether coursed through me like lightning through metal. I whirled about to face the other bandits, my entire body immolated in green, sorcerous flame. I hurled a fireball from each hand, detonating one on either side of the courtyard. The explosions were so loud they made my ears pop, and the force of the blasts hurled stone and flaming debris in every direction. By the time the ash settled and the air went still, there was virtually nothing left besides black heaps of smoldering bone. 
I dove down next to Kaseya and clutched at her wound. She seemed completely oblivious to the pain. She was just staring wide-eyed at the destruction I’d wrought.
“Moshalim…” she murmured. 
“Just hold still,” I said, numbing her shoulder as best I could before I yanked the arrow free. She winced but didn’t cry out, and I channeled a burst of restorative energy into her wound. Her skin sealed shut after a few seconds, and as far as I could tell there wasn’t any lingering damage.
“Such power, such devastation…” Kaseya murmured as if she were in some kind of trance. “This is why the Senosi fear you.”
“One of many reasons,” I said, trying to ignore the stench of smoke and seared flesh. My hands and arms tingled painfully; the Aetheric backlash was already taking its toll on my body. “I’m sure you have the same problem with your sorcerers back home.”
“Not like this,” she whispered. “Never like this…”
I frowned, confused, before I heard a pleading whimper from somewhere inside the keep. “The prisoner,” I said, standing. “Can you walk?”
Kaseya nodded and retrieved her sword. “I am nearly at full strength.”
She led the way into the keep. I followed closely behind her, wondering if there was some way I could extend the protection of my spell armor to her. It had worked with my vision enhancing technique, after all. Perhaps I could find a way to exploit our bond in other ways. 
The fortress interior was much smaller than it had appeared from the outside. Most of the original rooms had been crushed in cave-ins over time, though the original dungeon had apparently survived more or less intact. We followed the whimpers down a staircase, and a horrid, rotting scent assaulted my nostrils halfway down. 
“In here,” Kaseya said. “Goddess be merciful.”
I swept in behind her and examined the area. Half a dozen cells were arrayed around the rectangular room, all sealed by rusty iron bars. The source of the foul smell was obvious—two of the three current prisoners were dead. They were clad in the gray-blue robes of guild wizards, and they had clearly been tortured quite thoroughly before someone had finally slashed open their throats. 
The final prisoner, a short human female, was alive and visibly unharmed aside from the fact she had been stripped naked. I winced when I thought about how many times these bandits had probably raped her, but I didn’t spot a single bruise or lesion anywhere on her body. 
“Oh, thank the gods,” the woman gasped, glancing up through her tangled brown hair. “I knew the Archmage would send someone to rescue us eventually! I just…” She paused when she belatedly realized we weren’t wearing guild attire. “Wait, who are you?”
“It’s all right—we’re mercenaries from Highwind,” I told her. “We’re not technically with the guild, but they are the ones who offered the bounty.”
“Bounty?” she rasped. “But I heard the sounds of magic! I thought they’d sent a hundred wizards to fetch us!”
“Not quite,” I murmured. 
“Jorem is more than capable of handling the situation himself,” Kaseya said, dashing forward and fiddling with the lock. “Just remain calm and we will free you.”
The woman seemed to freeze up the moment she heard my name, and it was only then, when she flicked the haggard strands of hair from her face, that I realized why. 
I didn’t gasp or swear or do anything else so obvious, but I could actually feel some of the puzzle pieces in my mind slide into place. Suddenly this whole situation made a lot more sense.
“Well whoever you are, I can’t thank you enough,” the woman went on. “They already killed Rogan and Donnel.”
“You are fortunate they did not kill you, too,” Kaseya said, glancing back to me when she sensed the abrupt shift in my mood. I locked eyes with her and did my best to silently communicate that she needed to play along. 
“I know,” the woman breathed. “It was horrible. I spent every minute just waiting for them to barge in here and rape me.”
While Kaseya opened the door and helped the prisoner to her feet, I glanced around the rest of the dungeon. I didn’t see her clothing or equipment anywhere, nor did I see any sign of the missing guild supplies. 
“Did they say why they didn’t touch you?” I asked. 
"N-no, not specifically,” she stuttered. “I think they were planning to sell my off to slavers. One of them mentioned something about unspoiled females fetching a high price with the Black Mistress.”
I nodded and resisted the urge to grin. To her credit, she was pretty good at thinking on her feet. That excuse probably would have persuaded me if I’d heard it a minute ago. 
“The bounty said that you had valuable cargo with you,” I went on. “Do you have any idea where they kept it?”
The woman shook her head as Kaseya threw a tattered cloak over her shoulders to hide her nakedness. “They already sold it yesterday. I don’t know who bought it, though—I could barely even hear voices from in here.”
“Well, the important thing is that you’re safe,” I said. “Let’s get out of here in case they have any scout patrols on their way back.”
We rushed out of the fortress in a hurry, though before we opened the main gate I surreptitiously retrieved a fallen dagger from one of the dead bandits and slipped it into my sleeve. I also made sure to keep our new friend in front of me the entire time. The way her eyes gaped at the flames and bodies outside suggested amazement and horror, but I knew better. She had probably known who I was the moment the first explosion had rocked the courtyard, possibly before. 
Once we approached the edge of the forest a few hundred yards away, I signaled for a stop. Our new friend glanced between us, confused. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Did you see something?”
“Only a face I recognize from back home,” I told her, smiling. “You know, I will give you some credit: you’re pretty good at this ‘damsel-in-distress’ thing. Though flashing your tits at us was probably overkill.”
The woman froze in place. “What are you talking about?”
“I’ll take a wild guess and assume you threw yourself in that cell the moment you heard the first explosions outside,” I went on. “The whole ‘unspoiled slave’ thing wasn’t a bad story, but there’s no way in the abyss a bunch of haggard, sex-starved bandits would have kept their hands off you this long. Yet here you are, without a single bruise or scratch.”
She glanced nervously between us. “I don’t understand.”
“That said, I probably would have fallen for the whole thing if I didn’t recognize you,” I said. “Lenara, right? As I recall, you spent a lot of time at the Castarium.” I glanced over to Kaseya. “It’s a lovely little place where the Senosi torture and humiliate male sorcerers, right before chopping off their balls and letting them bleed out in front of an audience.”
Kaseya’s face twisted in horror. “Despicable…”
“One of many reasons I’m not eager to return home,” I murmured, turning back to the naked Huntress. “Unlike you and your kin, I’m not a butcher. If you give us some information, we’ll let you go.”
Lenara didn’t respond, and her face became an indecipherable wall. I knew almost nothing about her personally, but hopefully she wasn’t a complete fanatic. Some of her “sisters” were more reasonable than others, in my experience. 
“First things first, why don’t you tell me what really happened here?” I asked. “Here’s my guess: you took control of this gang a little while ago, probably by emasculating and murdering their leader, at which point you directed them to intercept the Mage’s Guild caravan. You gave the supplies to another Senosi, probably to take them straight back to Vorsalos, but then you stuck around in the hopes of capturing or maybe even converting any of the wizards the guild sent up here on a rescue mission. Does that sound about right?”
When Lenara remained silent, Kaseya drew her sword and placed the blade at the other woman’s throat. “Answer his questions.”
“I would listen to her,” I said. “We were promised a lot of coin for this bounty, but since the cargo’s not actually here…well, I at least need you to give me some useful information. What does the Inquisitrix have planned in Highwind? What was in that shipment that is so important?”
A few more long, heated seconds ticked by before Lenara’s lips curled into a smile. “I guess you really are as clever as Valuri said. I’m sure she’ll be pleased to know you escaped Vorsalos unharmed.”
My entire body seized up like she had just blasted me with a bolt of electricity. “Valuri…she’s alive?”
Lenara laughed. “Of course she is. Death would be far too merciful for a traitor. She’ll be the Inquisitrix’s pet for a while yet, I suspect.”
I stumbled backwards as a fresh knot of guilt twisted in my stomach. Convincing myself that Valuri was dead was the only way I had been able to justify leaving Vorsalos behind. But if she was still there, if she was a still the Inquisitrix’s prisoner…
I was so overwhelmed and distracted that my emotions bled through Kaseya’s collar and paralyzed her as well. She reached out in an effort to console me—
And in that exact moment, Lenara struck. 
She whirled around and kicked Kaseya’s arm, battering the sword from her grip. Before the amazon could regain her balance, Lenara deftly sank into a crouch and swept Kaseya’s legs out from under her, knocking her flat onto her back. The Senosi used the distraction to dive across the grass and retrieve the fallen blade. She rolled back to her feet, weapon clutched in both hands and a dark smile on her lips. 
“The Inquisitrix has wanted your head for a long time, Jorem Farr,” Lenara spat. “She’ll reward me with a dozen slaves when I present it to her…and probably a dozen more when I mount the head of this amazon cunt along with it.”
She abruptly lunged forward at Kaseya, and my instincts took over. Acting on pure reflex, I thrust out my hands and unleashed a coruscating beam of pure Aetheric energy. The assault would have vaporized any normal person even through the thickest armor, and it did blast Lenara several feet backwards and flatten her to the ground. But she immediately rolled back to a knee, and a moment later a score of glowing blue tattoos became visible beneath her pale skin as they fed upon my power. 
“Fool,” she hissed, charging Kaseya again. 
Fortunately my distraction had given the amazon just enough time to draw her shield and get back to her feet; unfortunately, it had just empowered Lenara with enough energy to double or even triple her strength. The Senosi were called “mage-killers” for a reason. Despite all my power—despite the fact I just wiped out a fortress filled with bandits—I was completely helpless against this woman. 
But Kaseya wasn’t. Her shield intercepted attack after attack, even as Lenara drove her backwards across the grass with her magically-enhanced strength. Kaseya couldn’t actually win like this—it was taking every scrap of her training just to survive—but she was buying us some time. 
“Go, Jorem!” she shouted. “Get out of here!”
I had no doubt in my mind that she would have stayed behind to defend me as long as she could, knowing full well that eventually Lenara would overpower and kill her. But I had spent the better part of the last three months chiding myself for being a coward and abandoning Valuri to the Inquisitrix—I was not going to make the same mistake twice. 
Mentally crossing my fingers, I reached out through the Aether again. I might not have been able to directly harm Lenara, but that didn’t mean my magic was worthless. I focused instead on strengthening Kaseya, bolstering her muscles and reflexes with Aetheric energy. Within a few seconds, I was confident that I had empowered her just as much as I had accidently empowered Lenara. 
And given those odds, I would bet on Kaseya each and every time.
The amazon counterattacked the moment she realized what I had done, fluidly shifting from a defensive stance to an offensive one in the span of a single heartbeat. Her shield became every bit as much of a weapon as a sword, battering Lenara backwards and forcing her to cede all the ground she had gained. The Huntress didn’t give up, of course—she was every bit as well-trained, and she nearly cleaved off Kaseya’s head with her backswing on three separate occasions. 
But after another thirty seconds of skirmishing, Kaseya finally got the upper hand. She slammed the corner of her shield into Lenara’s gut, pummeling the air from her lungs and causing her to drop the sword. Kaseya rushed forward and snatched it out of mid-air, twirled it around in her free hand, and then plunged it straight through the Senosi’s bare stomach. 
Lenara collapsed almost immediately, her eyes locked in disbelief at the handle of the sword jutting out of her gut. After another second her head slumped backwards and tilted towards the woman who had killed her. 
“He doesn’t even know, does he?” Lenara whispered through her blood-splattered lips. “Ayrael…”
Her head slumped to the side as she sank into oblivion. I had no concept of how long I sat there staring at her corpse before I swore under my breath and glanced up to Kaseya. 
“Ayrael? Who is that?”
“It is the name of the woman who attempted to kill Hestiah and I back in Vorsalos,” Kaseya said. 
I frowned when she didn’t elaborate, and I was half-tempted to activate my ring and probe further. But right now we had bigger problems, and there was another name I was a lot more concerned about. 
Valuri is alive. All this time you could have been thinking of a way to rescue her, but instead you gave up. You need to make this right.  
I grimaced and let out a long, slow breath. “We have a serious problem. The Senosi don’t normally travel this far outside Vorsalos, but now we’ve seen two of them in as many days. The Inquisitrix is up to something here in Highwind—something big.”
“I assume the Mage’s Guild will want to know what happened to their people and their supplies,” Kaseya said. “Perhaps they will reward us for the information.”
“Maybe,” I murmured. “Either way, we need to get back to the city.”
Kaseya nodded. “And then what?”
“Then you and I are going to find a way to rescue Valuri from the Senosi,” I said. “No matter what it takes.”
 
 
Jorem and Kaseya’s adventures will continue in Mark of the Huntress, coming this August!
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