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The story so far…
 
My name is Jorem Farr, a sorcerer born in a city that despises magic and all who wield it. I’ve spent the majority of my adult life on the run from the Inquisitrix’s
mage-slaying assassins, the so-called “Senosi Huntresses.” I always assumed they would catch me eventually—sorcerers, especially male sorcerers, rarely elude the Senosi for long—and a few years ago I was proven right. But amazingly, the Huntress who caught me didn’t kill or torture me—in fact, she asked for my help! Together Valuri and I tracked down and eliminated rogue channelers who were actually dangerous, and in return she kept me safe from the Inquisitrix and the rest of her Senosi sisters. 
Oh, and we also fucked like crazy any chance we got. You see, Senosi need to feed on the blood of sorcerers to survive, but Valuri quickly realized she could extract the sustenance she needed from my other, more entertaining fluids. She was ravenous, and I enjoyed keeping her well-fed.  
Deep down, I think I knew that our arrangement couldn’t last forever. The Inquisitrix eventually caught Valuri and imprisoned her for the “crime” of helping a sorcerer, and without her protection it was only a matter of time before the other Senosi found me. I called in every favor I’d ever earned, and I bribed enough sailors to get me on a ship to Highwind. It was there, on that big leaky barge, that I met the second great love of my life. 
Kaseya is an amazon, one of the legendary warrior-women from the mysterious island of Nol Krovos, and she is one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. When I first saw her, I found her long red hair, crystal blue eyes, and taut, nubile young body so breathtaking I was terrified to even talk to her. But after my healing magic saved her friend’s life, Kaseya immediately pulled me aside, got down on her knees, and pledged herself to my service. Ever since, her sword and her body have effectively belonged to me. 
A better man probably would have refused the offer—or at the very least spent more than a fraction of a second considering the potential ramifications before he eagerly slipped his cock between her ruby lips—but good sense and willpower have never been my strongest virtues. Kaseya and I quickly became inseparable, and it never even occurred to me to ask why she had left Nol Krovos in the first place. That was my first mistake. 
So much happened in such a short period of time I don’t even know where to begin. I suppose the most important thing to mention is that Kaseya’s older sister, Ayrael, turned out to be the Inquisitrix’s right-hand woman. Ayrael hounded us across half the region, and she tried to bait us into an ambush by offering up Valuri as bait. Mercifully, we rescued Val and escaped by the skin of our teeth, and the three of us spent the next several weeks trying to figure out how to defeat Ayrael and save Highwind from a seemingly inevitable war with my home city of Vorsalos. Unfortunately, we were so focused on our nemesis that we almost missed the bigger picture. 
You see, on Nol Krovos only men are allowed to learn sorcery. These “moshalim” bond themselves to an amazon warrior, just as Kaseya had bonded herself to me. But during our investigation, we learned a scandalous little secret: the amazons are all sorcerers too. Their culture had buried this little truth for centuries, and they had essentially created a caste system where the men ruled and the women were denied their true potential. 
Suffice to say, Kaseya didn’t take it well. She started to wonder what else her people might have been hiding from her, and she realized that this secret is what had turned her sister against us in the first place. But the betrayal didn’t stop there, of course. We soon learned that the Inquisitrix herself was also an amazon, and that her war against sorcerers like me wasn’t merely a quasi-religious crusade. To her, it was personal. She had learned that the source of all magical power in the region—the Fount of Velhari—was buried beneath Nol Krovos, and she was determined to destroy it. 
We returned to the amazon island just before the Inquisitrix launched her attack, and while we were able to thwart some of her plans we couldn’t stop her completely. She got her revenge against her people, slaughtering everyone who had lied to her all those years ago. We finally confronted her within the Fount, but she destroyed it too…and we still don’t fully understand what the consequences will be. 
I still have my powers, and presumably every other sorcerer in the region does as well. But what about all the priests and paladins who have apparently been drawing upon the Fount for generations? If they have lost their ability to channel the Aether, I can’t even imagine the chaos that is about to engulf Highwind. The only one who might be able to hold things together is Ranger-General Serrane Starwind (a preposterously gorgeous high elf who I also don’t deserve in my life). Along with the Knights of the Silver Fist, Serrane’s Duskwatch Rangers have defended the city for decades, but without their powers I fear they won’t stand a chance against the Inquisitrix and her armies. I have no idea how we can possibly win this war.   
All I know for certain is that we have to try. Kaseya is determined to hunt down and destroy the Inquisitrix for all the devastation she has wrought across Nol Krovos, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned these past few months, it’s that no one should underestimate an amazon on a quest for vengeance. 
 



The Highwind Universe
 
The vast majority my fantasy stories take place in the same shared universe. However, not all of the stories are equally important to the plotline (much of my early stuff was mostly just focused on the sex!). If you haven’t read anything and wonder where you should start, I put together a brief guide for you here. 
 
The short version is that you should definitely read Ranger-General’s Submission #1-2 and The Amazon’s Pledge. Everything else is pretty self-contained, though you might enjoy them on their own merits!
 
The Spider Queen Series: The plot of this short series is self-contained, but one particular character makes a return in The Amazon’s Pledge and The Amazon’s Vengeance. In a way, this series acts like her “origin story.” You definitely don’t need to read these books to understand anything, but if you are into dark elves and femdom you might enjoy them!
 
Huntress: Origins: the prequel to The Amazon’s Pledge, this is an “origin story” for the relationship between Valuri and Jorem. Again this book is not strictly necessary, but if you like Valuri this gives a little more background on her particular brand of crazy (as well as some world-building around the Senosi Huntresses). This book is included in The Amazon’s Pledge: Ultimate Edition bundle.

 
Dirty, Filthy Fantasies #1: The Priestess’s Gratitude: The plot of this short story is self-contained, though the events are referenced in The Amazon’s Vengeance. 
 
Dirty, Filthy Fantasies #2: The Headmistress’s Punishment: Yet again the plot of this short story is self-contained, though the main character, Headmistress Telanya, is an important player in The Amazon’s Pledge and The Amazon’s Vengeance. If you find her interesting or enjoy “blackmail erotica” you will probably enjoy this story. 
 
The Ranger-General’s Submission: This book introduces Ranger-General Serrane. While her appearance in The Amazon’s Pledge is fairly minor, she is a major character in The Amazon’s Vengeance. I would highly recommend reading this book and its sequel, which you can purchase individually or as a part of the Dirty, Filthy Fantasies Collection. 
 
The Amazon’s Pledge: This entire series is vital and carries the main plot of the Highwind Universe! You definitely want to read all of these before starting The Amazon’s Vengeance
The Amazon’s Pledge #2: Mark of the Huntress
The Amazon’s Pledge #3: The Black Mistress
The Amazon’s Pledge #4: Daughter of Destiny
The Amazon’s Pledge #5: Legacy of Winter
The Amazon’s Pledge #6: Wrath of the Inquisitrix
 
The Ranger-General’s Submission: Knightfall: The second book featuring Ranger-General Serrane is far more important to the story than the first installment. It introduces Knight-Captain Julian Cassel (a main character in The Amazon’s Vengeance) and shows his developing relationship with Serrane. I would highly recommend reading this book. 
 
The Amazon’s Vengeance: The story continues!
 



The Northern Reaches
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Content Warning
 
This erotic novella contains explicit sexual content. If you are offended by adult language, rough sex, and/or the idea of a harem of badass fantasy babes, then you probably shouldn’t be reading this! Consider yourself warned! 
 
And perhaps intrigued…
 
 
 



1
Shattered
 
Had he only just arrived on the legendary, quasi-mythical island of the Amazons today, Jorem Farr would have been utterly blown away by its raw, pristine beauty. The lush green fields, the crystal blue waters, the grandiose architecture…Nol Krovos was objectively a paradise, and that was before he considered its tall, gorgeous inhabitants. Every man looked like the chiseled, virile fantasy of a bored Highwind matron, and every woman looked like the taut, nubile fantasy of any man with a pulse. 
But since Jorem hadn’t just arrived on the island, he was able to see the darkness beneath the splendor. The fires from the battle with the Vorsalosian fleet had long since been extinguished, and the bloody corpses piled upon the shore had long since been buried. Yet the damage, unfortunately, had already been done. 
“Red still believes her people can make peace with the peasants on Nol Pratos,” the leather-clad, raven-haired woman said from behind him. “Personally, I think there’s a fifty-fifty chance the whole island burns to the ground before the end of the month.”
“That’s because you’re an insufferable cynic,” Jorem told her. 
Valuri Sorvaal, former Senosi Huntress and current pain in his ass, scoffed and shuffled up to the edge of the bed. “What you call cynicism I call realism. It’s hardly my fault that the world always proves me right.”
 Jorem sighed and ran a hand back through his brown hair. They were still in their spacious suite overlooking the city proper, but the view wasn’t nearly as breathtaking as it had been the first time. On the streets below, the people of Nol Krovos were desperately trying to return to their normal lives despite everything that had happened. It wasn’t working, of course; Jorem could see the existential dread on the face of every farmer, merchant, and warrior on the street. Paradise, it turned out, was poorly equipped to cope with catastrophe.
“Kaseya will find a way to hold it all together,” he said with far more confidence than he felt. “She has to.”
Valuri slid off the bed and sauntered up behind him. “The dockworkers told me our ship will be ready in a few hours,” she said, gently kneading his shoulders. “At some point you need to tell Kaseya that we’re going to leave without her.”
Jorem grimaced and closed his eyes. They had made some real progress over the past few weeks—despite the death of the Matriarch, civil war hadn’t broken out between the Amazons and the moshalim or the “Unblooded” peasants of Nol Pratos and the surviving citizens of Nol Krovos. The political situation was tense, to be sure, but it didn’t seem hopeless. And for clear, perfectly understandable reasons, Kaseya didn’t want to abandon her people in their hour of greatest need. 
But Jorem and Valuri were still outsiders, and ultimately this wasn’t their fight or their responsibility. He had been planning to set sail for days now, if for no other reason than to warn Highwind about the encroaching storm. It was only a matter of time before the Inquisitrix unleashed her fury on the mainland. He needed to do something, even if that meant leaving Kaseya behind.
He sighed and glanced down at the golden collar and silver ring resting on the nightstand. The tan’hema
symbolizes your dominance, Kaseya had told him shortly after they’d first met. The tan’ratha symbolizes my submission.
Jorem hadn’t realized it at the time, but her pledge had changed both of their lives forever. He had become her Maskari—her bonded sorcerer—and she had become his faithful lover and protector. Together, she had insisted, they would save the Northern Reaches from the wrath of the Inquisitrix and the armies of Vorsalos. 
Sadly, things hadn’t quite worked out the way she had planned. 
Jorem swallowed heavily as he picked up the silver ring and rolled it in his palm. He could barely feel the Aetheric energy in the tiny runes inscribed on the surface. Without the sympathetic magical resonance from the collar, it was no different than any other mundane piece of jewelry. 
“You said all along that you would never force Red to do anything, despite her pledge to serve you,” Valuri said. “You’re going to have to learn to let her go.”
“I know,” he murmured. 
Growing up as a renegade sorcerer in a city like Vorsalos, Jorem was accustomed to disappointment. He had spent most of his youth hiding from magic-eating Senosi like Valuri, and he’d learned early on that a man should never take anything for granted. Still, after meeting Kaseya it had really started to seem like the gods might not have hated him after all...but then the Inquisitrix had brought her war here to paradise. 
Everything had happened so quickly that even now, weeks later, it all seemed like a blur. He and Kaseya had confronted the Inquisitrix in the Fount of Velhari beneath the island, and they had done everything in their power to stop her. They had succeeded, at least partially—she hadn’t completely collapsed the Three Corridors and effectively wiped magic from the face of the world. But she had destroyed the Fount and absorbed at least some of its power, and Jorem still had no idea what the consequences of her actions would be on the mainland. 
 What if she really had destroyed wizardry? What if every mage and priest and ranger and paladin in Highwind had suddenly and irrevocably been cut off from their magic? Even if the Inquisitrix had bled out and died on the way home to Vorsalos, the damage she had inflicted would still be incalculable. The entire region—perhaps the entire world—would descend into anarchy. Religions would implode, civilizations would crumble, and sorcerers like Jorem would be the only ones capable of channeling the Aether…
“Look, I know things seem bleak,” Valuri said as she slipped her arm around his waist and pressed against him. “But if it makes you feel any better, Nol Krovos definitely won’t be the only place falling apart.”
Jorem groaned. “How is that possibly supposed to make me feel better?”
“I’m just saying, odds are whatever shit we step into on the mainland will be just as deep and terrible as this. It’s important to keep things in perspective.”
He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Gods, you are frustrating sometimes.”
“Yeah, but you’d be completely lost without me,” Valuri said, touching his cheek and turning his head to face her. Thanks to the four inch stiletto heels on her leather boots, she was already perched high enough on her tip toes that she had no trouble kissing him.  
“You know, we’ll never have a better chance to sail a thousand miles away and forget all this,” she whispered. “I hear the shores of Varellon are nice this time of year.”
Jorem smiled despite himself. “How many years have we been making that joke now?”
“Too many.”
“Yet for some reason, I never take you up on it.”
“Because deep down you’re a real, honest hero,” Valuri said in such a deadpan tone it almost concealed the sarcasm. “And I’m a desperate, lonely girl who won’t risk getting too far away from her favorite food.”
Jorem grunted. “Are you even capable of being serious?”
“On occasion. But right now you seem like you need something else to think about.” Without a hint of warning, she clasped her fingers over his crotch and squeezed. “I have an idea how to distract you.”
“This really isn’t a good time,” Jorem insisted, snatching her wrist. 
“Oh, come on, it’s the perfect time,” Valuri said, her green eyes glinting hungrily. “You haven’t fed me in almost a week!”
“You’ll live,” he muttered, twisting his body away from her. “Honestly, I thought you’d be a lot more broken up about leaving Kaseya behind.”
“I will miss her wonderful tits. And her wild tongue…”
Jorem snorted. He knew Valuri was just trying to make him feel better in the only way she knew how—which was to say, annoying the hell out of him—but he really wasn’t interested in her antics right now. 
“When I look out at this place and see all the destruction, it’s hard not to wonder if she would have been better off if we’d never met on that boat to Highwind.”
“I ask myself that same question about you and I all the time,” Valuri said. “I probably could have been the Inquisitrix’s left-hand woman right now if I hadn’t gotten so addicted to your home cooking.”
“I’m serious!”
“I know, and that’s why I’m mocking you.” She perched her hands on her hips and snorted contemptuously. “Jorem, if you hadn’t met Red, her friend Hestiah would be dead, I would still be imprisoned in Vorsalos, Icewatch would have fallen, the plains would be overrun with rapacious barbarians, you probably would have gotten yourself killed in Highwind, and, oh yeah, the Inquisitrix still would have destroyed the fucking Fount.” She scoffed and smacked him in the chest. “Pull your head out of your ass and stop brooding, you idiot. For once, we actually did some real good in the world.”
Jorem shook his head. Half of him wanted to strangle her. The other half…well, the other half wanted to strangle her and fuck her at the same time. Their relationship really hadn’t changed a bit since the first day they met. 
“You always know just what to say to make me feel better,” he said. 
“It’s my natural wit and charm,” she said. “Now stop being pathetic and help me get your trousers off, I am starving.”
“I told you, I’m not in the mood.”
“You are always in the mood,” she countered. “It’s one of your defining features!”
He sighed. “Not this time, all right? I think I’d rather be alone for a little while.”
“Shalassa’s sweet tits, you really are pathetic,” Valuri said. “All right, well, I’m going to make sure everything’s packed on our ship. Whenever you decide to stop moping, I’ll be there waiting for you.”
“Fine,” Jorem murmured. 
She scoffed one last time before she turned and left the room. He glared at the door for a solid minute before he finally admitted to himself that he wasn’t actually mad at her. He wasn’t really mad with anyone, actually, which was part of the reason this was so difficult. For once, everyone around him was doing the perfectly rational, reasonable thing. The trouble was, the rational, reasonable thing meant that they were about to go their separate ways. 
“Son of a bitch,” he said, clutching the ring in his palm and closing the balcony curtains. As embarrassed as he was to admit it, a part of him wanted to follow Val to the boat and leave this place without even saying goodbye. Just looking at the ring and the collar was hard enough; what the hell was he going to do when Kaseya was actually standing there in front of him?
He had spent a significant portion of the last few days rehearsing a speech to try and convince her to come with them, but at this point just thinking about it made him feel guilty. Val was right about one thing: he was just going to have to suck it up and learn to let Kaseya go.
Jorem didn’t know how long he stood there staring over the balcony at the embers of paradise, but eventually he pulled the curtains shut and grabbed the rest of his things. The longer he and Val stayed here, the harder it would be to leave. It was time to tell the woman he had fallen in love with that he was going to leave her behind. 
He arrived at the harbor ten minutes later, and he was surprised—and a little mortified—to see Kaseya already there waiting for him. The midday sun glimmered off her pristine white armor, and her bright blue cape rippled majestically in the breeze. Even if he hadn’t known a thing about Amazonian culture, her splendorous new attire would have clearly marked her as some kind of officer among the Red Sisterhood. 
“Valuri already went ahead to prepare the boat,” she said when he approached, pointing behind her to the modest two-masted ketch her people had graciously loaned them. “You will have more than enough supplies to reach Highwind whether you decide to sail the channel or approach on foot.”
“I appreciate it,” Jorem told her. “We appreciate it.”
Kaseya smiled. As always, it was one of the most wondrous sights he could imagine. From her crystal blue eyes to her perfect pouty lips, her face genuinely looked like it had been hand-sculpted by the gods to drive men insane. Still, he couldn’t ignore the veiled sadness in her features. No matter how he sliced it, the stalwart, nineteen year-old Amazon he had met in Highwind was not the same woman standing before him. 
“You are preparing to leave,” she said. 
Jorem winced despite himself. “Yeah. I, uh…I think it’s time.”
Kaseya nodded and touched his arm. “You should not feel guilty. Nol Krovos is my home and my responsibility.”
“Maybe so, but…” He unsuccessfully tried to swallow the lump in his throat. Apparently this was going to be even more difficult than he’d feared. “Look, I—”
“You do not need to apologize,” she interrupted, placing her fingers on his lips. “You should take the knowledge we have acquired to the mainland. The people of Highwind deserve to know about the war that is coming for them…if it hasn’t already.”
Jorem nodded slowly. She might not have been wearing her magical collar anymore, but apparently she still knew exactly what he was feeling. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you behind,” he said softly. “Neither does Val, even if she’s too emotionally crippled to admit it.”
Kaseya smiled again, and this time he couldn’t detect even the smallest trace of sadness. “She and I already discussed the situation. She made her feelings clear.”
He grunted. “Let me guess: she begged you to let her feed off you one last time.”
“It was more demanding than begging, but yes,” the Amazon replied dryly. “But we also agreed that we will see each other again soon.”
Jorem studied her face for a long moment. Kaseya had never been one for pointless platitudes; she always believed what she said…and she almost always said what she believed. 
“I sincerely hope that’s true,” he whispered.  
She reached up to touch his face. “Despite all we’ve learned about my people’s history…despite the lies and deceits and manipulations…I do not regret my pledge to you.”
Jorem smiled. “I’m glad to hear that.”
Kaseya leaned in to kiss him. A hundred unbelievable memories burned in his mind the instant their lips touched. Half of them were battles—their first skirmish with a Huntress in the wilds, their numerous duels with Ayrael, their explosive fight at Icewatch—but the rest, naturally, were all about sex. The glorious, glorious sex. He remembered her kneeling in front of him and swallowing his seed just a few minutes after they had met; he remembered taking her over and over for the first time in Highwind; he remembered waking up each and every morning with his cock in her mouth. 
For a single perfect moment, he swore he could live in those memories forever. But then Kaseya pulled away, and they slipped through his fingertips like sand in an hourglass. 
“My people do not enjoy lengthy goodbyes,” she told him. “But we will see each other again soon, Jorem Farr. I promise.”
“I will hold you to that,” he rasped. “And Val will definitely hold you to that.”
Kaseya chuckled. It was so sweet his heart almost stopped. “Talotha ko’mel, Maskari. Ven shoth amin.”
She touched his cheek one last time, then turned and strode back off towards the city. Jorem stood there watching until she vanished behind a building, and even then it took all his willpower to turn away. Valuri was waiting for him when he reached the boat, and for once she had enough good sense not to tease him. 
“If we catch a fair wind there’s still a chance we can reach Ostvara by tomorrow night,” she said. “The locals just had a few more supplies they wanted to move onto the ship.”
“Pull up the anchor the instant they’re done,” Jorem said, forcing himself not to look back over his shoulder. “The sooner we get out of here, the better.” 
 
***
 
They were less than an hour away from the shores of Nol Krovos when Valuri finally broke her self-imposed silence. 
“All right, you’ve officially been moping long enough,” she said. “I already hate sailing, and there’s no way I’m spending the whole bloody day in silence while you sulk.”
“You could always get out and swim instead,” Jorem muttered. 
“No thanks. What I want is to have a little fun and maybe get a bite to eat.” She crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow at him. “Is Little Jorem in the mood yet?”
He sighed. “No, Big Jorem is not in the mood yet. You’ll just have to figure out another way to entertain yourself, preferably without annoying me.”
“How about I splash some cold water in your face to snap you out of it?” Valuri touched his arm and grinned. “I’ll let you splash as much warm ‘water’ as you want on mine.”
“No.”
 “Shalassa’s tits, you’ve never been this gloomy before.”
“Are you done?”
Valuri nibbled at her lip. “I could always take some blood instead. It’s been awhile, but I’m sure I can get used to the taste again.”
“No.”
“Well, you could at least blast me with a spell,” she said, pulling open her corset and exposing her pale breasts. “Just zap them with a bit of lightning or something. I promise they won’t mind!”
Jorem rubbed his face in his hands. “This is going to be such a long trip. I’m honestly not sure we’re going to survive all the way to Highwind.”
Valuri sighed. “All right, fine. I do have another surprise waiting for you. I was going to save it until we got closer to shore, but I don’t think I can last that long.” She reached out her hand. “Come on, it’s below deck.”
 He eyed her suspiciously. “What did you steal?”
“Nothing!” she protested. “I just bought you a surprise gift before we left.”
“With what coin?”
“Okay, maybe I didn’t ‘buy’ it, exactly, but it’s down in the hold regardless. Do you want to come see it or not?”
“Fine,” Jorem muttered, waving his hand in surrender. “But you better not have filched some priceless, irreplaceable relic.”
Valuri smiled impishly. “Just come see for yourself.”
She dragged him below deck, and he took a moment to mentally brace himself. If she had actually stolen something valuable, he was going to choke her—and not in a good way.
“What am I looking at?” Jorem said, squinting into the darkness. The storeroom was pretty small, given the confines of this modest ketch, but he still couldn’t see the back wall from here. 
“The most valuable treasure on Nol Krovos,” Valuri said, planting her hands back on her hips. 
“Gods, I knew it…”
“But I didn’t steal it!” she insisted. “Trust me, just take a look.”
“I can’t see in the dark like you can!”
“You’re a bloody sorcerer. Make a damn light!”
Sighing, Jorem opened his palm and conjured a small wisp of flame…
And then jumped up so high he almost smashed his head into the deck. 
“What…?” he gasped, clutching his chest. “How…?”
For an instant he feared he might have been hallucinating, but then he realized that the tall, gorgeous woman standing in front of him was very real. She was clad in a loose, flowing white gown rather than her normal armor, and her long red hair—typically tied up in a ponytail—spilled across her shoulders and halfway down her back. As always, she was the living embodiment of feminine grace and power.
“Surprise!” Kaseya said, smiling as she stepped out from the shadows between the supply crates. 
“But you’re…you said…” Jorem forced himself to swallow and glare at Valuri. She was laughing so hard she could barely stand upright. 
“Valuri thought it would be entertaining to deceive you,” Kaseya said. “She wanted to see your reaction.”
“Gods, it was perfect,” Valuri said, wiping a tear from her eye. “Absolutely perfect…”
Jorem shot her a withering glare. “You rotten little bitch!”
She laughed so hard she actually dropped to a knee. “Oh, gods,” she rasped. “I can’t breathe…”
He might have actually hit her if Kaseya hadn’t started giggling too. The amazon cupped her hands over her mouth in embarrassment.
“What the hell is going on?” Jorem asked. “Did you form a coven when I wasn’t looking?”
“It’s been a rough two weeks—I just wanted some entertainment,” Valuri said, clutching one of the cargo crates for support. “Though to be honest, it didn’t work out exactly like I’d hoped. I really didn’t think you’d be this pathetic about Red leaving for a while. I mean, Escar’s breath, did you cry when I got captured by the Inquisitrix?”
“Yes!”
She froze. “Really?”
“Of course I did! I love you!” Jorem shook his head. “Well, I did before today.”
“Oh,” Valuri murmured. “Well, I, uh, I guess that makes sense.”
“I swear to the gods…”
“I am sorry if the deception made you uncomfortable,” Kaseya said, placing her hands on the sides of his face. “But Valuri was right—your reaction was amusing.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Jorem muttered, though he felt the first hint of a smile touch his lips. “But I’m not sure I like the idea of you developing a sense of humor.”
“With the two of us working together, he won’t stand a chance,” Valuri chortled. “It will be so fun we might not even notice the end of the world as we know it.”
Jorem ran a hand back through his hair and shook his head. “I still don’t understand. I thought you were going to stay and help Hestiah.”
“I was, but she reminded me that my place is here with my Maskari,” Kaseya said. 
“Despite everything we learned about your people and the pledge?”
She nodded. “It is true that the moshalim lied to the Amazons for many, many years. They conspired to make us their servants rather than their equals, and they used their power to suppress the true potential of generations of my sisters. Their crimes are great indeed.”
“But?” Jorem prompted.
“But everyone who knew the truth has already been punished. The Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar are dead, as are many of our other leaders. Our only option is to move forward, and that is exactly what Hestiah will try to do.” Kaseya smiled tightly. “The truth broke Inquisitrix Marcella and Ayrael. I will not allow it to break me.”
Jorem pursed his lips. “So where does that leave us?”
Kaseya placed her hands on his shoulders. “Even if it was ultimately twisted to a sinister purpose, the pledge between an Amazon and her sorcerer carries great power. The ancient elves knew this; they entrusted us, their bonded servants, to protect the Fount and its power. You and I have accomplished many great deeds together…and we will accomplish many more in the days ahead.”
“I’d certainly like to think so.”
“I have no doubt,” she said flatly. “You and I remain the only channelers in the region with the power and the knowledge to defeat the Senosi. The people of the Northern Reaches need our aid whether they realize it or not.” Her blue eyes suddenly hardened. “As much as I want to stay with Hestiah and work to rebuild Nol Krovos, I can help my people far more on the mainland. The dead cry out for vengeance, and I intend to claim it for them. One way or another, we will defeat Marcella. That is my first new pledge.”
Jorem frowned. “Your first new pledge? What is the second?”
Kaseya’s eyes softened, and all the hard-edged sobriety quickly drained from her face. “To renew my vows with you, of course.”
Valuri snickered as she slowly dragged herself back to her feet. “I told you I had a surprise gift for you…”
“After I decided to accompany you back to the mainland, I spoke with the moshalim artificers,” Kaseya said. “I bade them to forge me a new tan’ratha—one even more powerful than the last.”
Reaching into the pack behind her, she withdrew a sleek, resplendent golden collar with a faintly glowing ruby encrusted in the center almost like a broach. Both sides of the metal were laced with intricate Aetheric runes drawn in an Elvish-looking script. 
“Normally, tan’ratha are designed to convey thoughts and emotions from the moshalim to his Amazon so she can properly anticipate his needs and sate his desires,” Kaseya said. “But as we’ve learned, it was not always thus. I instructed the artificers to examine our Dal’Rethi training stone, and it shared a great deal of knowledge with them—including how to recreate the original tan’ratha used by the first defenders of the Fount.”
Jorem frowned. “What is the difference?”
 “The current tan’ratha assumes that the Amazon herself is not a channeler,” she explained. “But the original defenders—the Mas’Kari—were bonded sorcerers. Their collars were designed to enhance their connection, allowing the Aether to flow freely between them and further enhance their channeling abilities.”
“Do you know how?”
“No,” Kaseya admitted with a smile. “But I look forward to finding out together.”
She handed him the collar. He ran his finger along the edges, marveling at the craftsmanship. The metal was cool to the touch, but he could feel a powerful nexus of Aetheric energy stirring within the runes.
“Let the bonding ritual begin…again,” Kaseya said, slowly sinking to her knees in front of him. Valuri helpfully gathered up and lifted the Amazon’s red mane out of the way, exposing the olive skin of her long neck. 
“Never doubt me again,” Valuri said with a sly wink. 
Jorem couldn’t help but smile as he gently secured the collar around Kaseya’s throat. The more he leaned forward, the harder it was to ignore the fact he was already so hard his trousers were about to split. 
“There,” he said. “How’s that?”
Kaseya shook her head and nibbled playfully at her lip. “Tighter.”
Jorem’s fingers actually started trembling in anticipation as he moved the clip another notch. The collar was definitely pressing into her skin, but she didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary, her eyes fluttered shut and her cheeks flushed with color. 
“Oh…I had almost forgotten…” she breathed as the ruby began glowing more intently. “I can feel everything.”
Jorem stood there watching her in silence for a long moment, bewitched by the image of her smooth skin and ample cleavage. It was hard to believe that just a few short minutes ago he thought he might have lost her forever…
“I can feel your desire for us,” Kaseya breathed. “I can feel your need for us.”
“You don’t need to feel anything, Red,” Valuri said. “Just open your eyes.”
Her eyelids slowly fluttered open and were promptly greeted by the sight of his bulging trousers barely an inch in front of her lips. 
“You should be embarrassed,” Valuri mock scolded. “This is a grave, sober moment of great cultural importance, and here you are barely able to keep your cock in your pants.”
Smiling seductively, Kaseya slipped her fingers through the fly and liberated his throbbing stem. “You are aroused,” she said, echoing her words from the boat when she had first pledged herself to him. “It is my duty to relieve you.”
Kaseya’s mouth opened ever so slightly as she gently kissed the tip. A tiny bubble of seed dribbled across her lips, and she eagerly licked them clean. “It feels as though it has been an age,” she whispered. “But I could never forget your taste.”
Jorem had to reach out and brace himself against the wall when her tongue began lathering him from stem to tip. His ecstasy rippled through the collar straight to her quim; he couldn’t even begin to imagine how wet she must have already been. It really did seem like it had been an age since he had awakened with his member in her mouth. He couldn’t wait to get back into that particular routine…
“No one likes a cock hog, Red,” Valuri said, sinking down to her knees next to the amazon. She was still holding Kaseya’s hair in one hand, and she was practically salivating in anticipation of a meal. “Take a bite or get out of the way.”
Kaseya smiled, and for a moment Jorem thought she might offer to share with the Huntress. But then she abruptly leaned forward and inhaled his entire member in a single gulp. 
“Oh, shit,” he gasped, reflexively reaching for the back of her head. But Valuri slapped his hand away and shot him a baleful glare. 
“She’s mine,” the Huntress said. Bracing one hand on Jorem’s ass and the other on the back of the Kaseya’s skull, Valuri effectively forced him to start face-fucking the amazon.  
“Nnmm,” Jorem groaned, biting down on his lip as he slammed into the depths of Kaseya’s burning throat over and over again. He couldn’t believe how effortlessly she took his full length…or how ruthless Valuri became. 
“Come on, I know you want to feed her,” Valuri taunted. “And don’t you dare fucking swallow, Red!”
Jorem glanced down at the two women kneeling in front of him. Valuri’s corset was still open, and her tits were flopping up and down with every thrust. Meanwhile, Kaseya’s gown had almost fallen off on its own. Both of them were looking up him expectantly—desperately—as if his seed was the most important thing in the damn multiverse. 
He gave it to them. He flooded Kaseya’s throat with a week’s worth of pent-up frustration, and despite her valiant efforts several thin white streams began dribbling from her lips and down her chin. The mere sight of Jorem’s sorcerous seed was all it took for Valuri to lose control; like a vampire yearning for blood, she fastened herself to Kaseya’s neck and madly licked up every fallen drop. When the amazon finally pulled away, Valuri practically speared her tongue through the other woman’s lips in desperation. 
Jorem couldn’t even muster the strength to stay upright. He stumbled onto the ground and watched the girls—his girls—share his bounteous offering like it was the nectar of the gods. He couldn’t imagine ever growing tired of this, not in a million years. 
“Fuck…” he whispered.
By the time Valuri finally came up for air, her eyes and Senosi tattoos were glowing so brightly Jorem almost had to shield his eyes. Thick strands of seed dangled from her lips, but she probably didn’t even notice. He knew from experience that her mind had long since fled her body; the Senosi “rapture” after feeding was almost as intense as the actual hunger.
“I doubt you are finished,” Kaseya said, shuffling past the delirious Huntress and smiling again. She playfully pushed her white gown from her shoulders and offered him her plump, heaving breasts. “The only question is how we should consummate our new vows.”
Jorem leaned forward, thoroughly entranced, as he ran his tongue across her nipples. Kaseya moaned in delight, and she gently dragged her fingers through his hair. He would have gladly sat there fondling them forever while the sea carried them all the way to eternity, but eventually Valuri crawled her way over to them.
“Fuck,” she rasped, ripping off the rest of her corset in between labored breaths. “Now that the appetizer is out of the way…” 
She lunged at Kaseya’s right breast and devoured it as greedily as Jorem’s seed. Grinning, he followed her lead with the left one, and the amazon gently placed her hands atop their heads and tousled their hair as they suckled. She moaned softly, and her eyes rolled back into her head when Valuri slipped a finger into her sopping quim. 
“If you’re going to fuck her, you better do it soon,” the Huntress whispered between frantic licks. “Otherwise I’m going to grab a phallus from my pack and beat you to it.”
Jorem was seriously tempted to let her. For one, it would give him a few more minutes to recover, and for two…well, for two it would be incredibly hot to watch. But the truth of the matter was that his cock was already hard again, and he doubted he would be able to contain himself if the two of them went at it. Especially since Valuri didn’t seem to understand the concept of “gentle”…
Grasping Kaseya by the thighs, Jorem hoisted her up onto the edge of one of the supply crates. She moaned contentedly when the tip of his member slipped inside her, and she wrapped her arms around the back of his neck and pressed their foreheads together. 
“I am yours, Maskari,” she whispered. “Now and forever…”
Jorem kissed her slowly, sensuously, as if she was the most valuable treasure in the world. Her ankles locked together behind his back, and her powerful legs pulled him deeper and deeper inside her. 
“Nnmm,” he moaned again, though their lips refused to part. Her quim was as warm and welcoming and wonderful as always, and the entire world seemed to freeze around them as he took her. He couldn’t believe he had almost willingly walked away from this; he couldn’t believe he had actually thought they could survive apart. Collar or no collar, the bond between them was as tangible a force as gravity. 
Maskari—two bodies as one. 
“I love you,” Jorem breathed. 
“I love you, too,” Kaseya said, grabbing his hair and pulling their lips back together. Her legs squeezed his sides so tightly it became difficult to breathe, and he pounded into her harder and harder with every thrust…
“All right, enough emotions,” Valuri said, crouching on the floor beneath them and eagerly eyeing his cock in anticipation of another eruption. “Are you done cooking my dinner yet, Red?”
“Almost,” Kaseya said, leaning away just enough to smile. “Why don’t you take it out of the stove for her?”
Gritting his teeth, Jorem slammed into her again and again and again…
“Oh, gods,” he yelped, pulling out of Kaseya at the last possible instant and taking aim at Valuri’s pleading, upturned face. He immediately exploded, blasting her nose, lips, and chin with thick, smoldering strands of his sorcerous seed. The Huntress didn’t even try to swallow; her entire body went rigid as her Senosi tattoos flared back to life beneath her skin. Her lips hung open, her eyes rolled back into her head, and her hands gripped the stiletto heels of her boots as an orgasm shuddered through her. 
“Shalassa’s…fuck!” she cried out.
Kaseya might have been even more delirious; she slumped back on the crates and clutched her breasts as Jorem’s climax echoed through the collar and brought her off with him. Her legs clamped together as if still wrapped around his waist, and her olive skin glistened with sweat as she panted for breath. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, her chest heaving in delight. “Jorem…”
He slumped back down on top of her and buried his face in her tits as the last shockwaves shuddered through them. He probably would have fallen over completely, but the iron grip of her thighs held him in place as if she never, ever wanted to let him go. He almost regretted not finishing inside her until he glanced back at the glorious mess he had made of Valuri’s proud, made-up face. She was so strong and clever and deadly, but she had a truly remarkable ability look like the cheapest, filthiest whore in the whole damn world sometimes…
Smiling in exhaustion, Kaseya gently stroked Jorem’s hair and tilted his head back to face her. “I’d say my pledge is officially renewed,” she whispered as she gently dragged the tips of his fingers across his lips. “Maskari…”
“Yeah,” Jorem said, grinning down at her. “I’d say so.”
 
***
 
Hours later, long after night had fallen and both girls had passed out, Jorem took a seat beneath the mizzenmast and sipped at a bottle of wine. The cool, salty air felt amazing on his bare chest, and he found himself staring contentedly at the moon-shrouded glimmer of the waves on the horizon. The weather was fair, the sea was calm, and he was as content as he had been in a long time. It was hard to believe that just this morning he’d assumed he would be miserable this entire voyage. He should have known by now that fortunes could—and often did—change in the blink of an eye. 
“I’m still not sure if the Inquisitrix proved you’re all frauds or not,” he said to any god that happened to be listening, “but if you had anything to do with this I suppose I should offer my thanks.”
A stiff wave crashed across the bow, spraying him with a fine mist of freezing water, and he decided to take it as a sign that the gods of the sea still hated him. Somehow, he found the thought oddly comforting. 
Grunting softly, Jorem leaned down to his pack and opened the sealed fold in front. A slender bluish crystal was packed safely inside, and he could feel its warmth even before he placed his hands on it. He couldn’t believe that a month had passed since the crazed moshalim hermit Zalheer had given them this ancient elven training stone. It had taught them a great deal, including several long-forgotten Avetharri channeling and fighting techniques.
Unfortunately, the relic’s power seemed like it had been gradually draining away since the destruction of the Fount. Jorem had wondered if putting some distance between them and Nol Krovos might help, but apparently the opposite was true—the crystal had almost stopped glowing entirely. 
“Let me guess: the loss of the Fount is sapping your strength, too,” he murmured, twisting the crystal between his fingers. “I suppose that shouldn’t be surprising. Your people are the ones who built it.”
Jorem sighed, and the contentment he’d been basking in just a few minutes ago quickly transformed back into existential dread. What were he and the girls going to find when they returned to the mainland? Would everyone be going about their normal lives, totally oblivious to the Fount’s destruction? Or was the whole region a hellscape where chaos and terror had already taken hold?
“If you do have any power left, you could use it to help us somehow,” he murmured. “The Avetharri must have known the Founts wouldn’t last forever, right?”
The crystal remained silent, and Jorem scoffed and shook his head. “That’s what I thought. Why tell us something useful? It’s not like you were literally designed to help teach people or anything.”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri.”

Jorem hopped so spastically he almost dropped the stone over the side of the ketch. In the past, it had always communicated by speaking in a strange, disembodied elven voice, but this time it had seared the words into his mind directly. 
“What does that mean?” he asked. “Can you show me like before?”
For a long moment nothing happened, and he wondered if he had just imagined the whole thing. But then the stone unexpectedly began glowing again, and Jorem held his breath and waited for some kind of illusory projection like before. 
Instead, the crystal exploded. 
The shockwave hurled Jorem against the mast so hard the wood splintered, and when he collapsed onto his elbows several jagged crystalline shards pierced his forearm. When his vision finally cleared he glared at the hundreds of tiny fragments surrounding him…and then gasped as they all started glowing at once. 
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. 
A strange mist settled upon the deck as if the boat had just drifted into a patch of fog, but Jorem could feel the Aetheric energy stirring around him. The mist quickly transformed into shapes and figures, and he belatedly realized he was going to get his illusory projection after all. But instead of one specific image, he was suddenly surrounded by thousands of them. 
Jorem glanced around, frantically trying to process everything he was seeing. Evidently the relic had decided to unleash all of its stored knowledge in a single burst whether his puny human mind could handle it or not…and it definitely couldn’t. His head spun, and his lungs choked as if he had inhaled water. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t think, he couldn’t do anything besides cling to the burning flotsam that was his consciousness. Gritting his teeth, he tried to latch onto a few specific projections amongst the tide, hoping they might help anchor him—and he was right. When he fixated upon one or two of the images they slowly came into focus.
And they were glorious. 
He saw an empire that spanned the known world. He saw sparkling crystalline towers, sprawling marble cities, and endless emerald forests. He saw golden-haired, golden-eyed elves riding feathery winged beasts. He saw a paradise beyond description.  
And then he saw death. In one instant he was staring at a projection of a splendorous silver city, and in the next every building around him had been scorched black. Armies clashed in the streets; channelers rained fire and lightning from the sky. The entire world seemed consumed by the same endless war against a relentless, unknown foe. 
Kûl baresk kyovaeri re jikmadator. Kûl velhari re nurauthot. Kûl annyo di kûl Valathrim duuloa. 
Jorem swallowed and tried to refocus. “I don’t understand,” he said. “What are you trying to say?”
Marhaak kûl drakatharri. Marhaak vers di dout iejir. Asta drakatharri pulwi ui dout fasteraan.
The tiny projections shifted one final time, and an enormous, monstrous shadow crawled across the deck. A bellowing roar thundered in his mind, scattering the illusory armies, and a great beast finally descended upon the hordes. 
A dragon. 
Jorem gasped and sat up…and then watched as the tiny projections all faded back into mist. The glow of the crystalline fragments faded, and the ancient elven stone was no more. 
“What the hell was that?” Valuri asked, peeking up from below deck. “Is someone shooting at us?”
“Not exactly,” Jorem said, leaning back on his haunches and wincing at his bloody forearms. 
“You’re awake on your own for ten minutes and you somehow manage to cut yourself?” she asked, glancing at the tiny fragments scattered across the deck. “What did you do, smash a wine glass on the deck?”
“It was the Avetharri training stone,” Kaseya said, appearing behind her. 
Valuri frowned. “You destroyed it?”
“It destroyed itself,” Jorem said, wincing as he pulled a tiny shard from his skin. “Its power had been fading ever since the Fount was destroyed. I think it wanted to communicate one last message while it still could.”
Her eyes narrowed skeptically. “And what message was that?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I still can’t translate the language.”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” Kaseya said, her brow furrowing in concentration. 
“You heard it too?” Jorem asked. 
“From your mind,” she said, touching the ruby embedded in her new collar. “The connection is stronger than before.”
Jorem nodded idly. If he’d had trouble hiding his feelings from her in the past, apparently now it was going to be downright impossible…
“Well, your people’s language is based on ancient Avetharri, right?” Valuri asked. “Do you know what it means?”
Kaseya crossed her arms over her bare chest as another cool breeze swept over them. “Given the context, I believe it means ‘unleash the dragon.’”
Jorem glanced down to the deck where he had seen the illusory beast fly over a battlefield. “Dragon?” he asked. “What dragon?”
“I do not know.”
He pursed his lips as he reached out to the Aether and channeled a healing spell into the lacerations on his arm. The pain faded almost immediately. “If I ever create some kind of weird, magical repository before I die, remind me to leave instructions for whoever finds it.”
“I cannot translate most of the other words,” Kaseya said, her eyes still narrowed in thought, “but I do recognize ‘Velhari’ and ‘Valathrim.’”
“Velhari?” Valuri asked. “As in the Fount of Velhari that was just destroyed?”
“Yes, though I believe it was being used as a simple noun rather than a proper name. It is reasonably close to our word for ‘prison.’”
Valuri blinked. “Prison? Well, at least that isn’t ominous.”
Jorem flexed his mended flesh. “What about the other word?”
“Valathrim,” Kaseya said. “It is the Avetharri term for the original gods of the ancient world.”
“‘Original gods?’” Valuri asked, shaking her head. “What the hell does that mean?”
“The Avetharri believed that all the true deities were destroyed many ages ago,” Jorem said. “They worshipped the Aether as the one true source of divinity; some even believed it was literally the blood of the fallen gods spilled across the world. That’s why they treated sorcerers with such reverence.”
 “Okay, but what does that mean, exactly?” Valuri asked. “And what does it have to do with unleashing a dragon?”
Jorem blew a thin stream of air between his teeth. “I don’t know. The only connection I can think of is the Dragon War. The Avetharri Wyrm Lords became so powerful they could actually transform into dragons, and they battled each other for hundreds of years.”
Valuri’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a second...you think this stupid relic was trying to teach you how to transform into a bloody dragon?”
“It’s just one theory,” Jorem said. “And it seems pretty far-fetched, to be honest. No sorcerer in the modern age has unlocked that secret. I’m not even sure if it’s actually possible.”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” Kaseya whispered. “Unleash the dragon…”
Jorem shook his head. “We need a proper translation. For all we know the second part contradicts the first.”
“Perhaps someone in Highwind will be able to help.”
“Assuming the city’s not on fire,” Valuri muttered. 
“Assuming a lot of things,” Jorem said, glancing down at the shattered stone again. “I wish we’d had more time to study it. And I wish we knew why the loss of the Fount was sapping its power.”
“I wish we knew a lot of things,” Valuri said, sauntering up to the bow of the ship and staring out at the moonlit horizon. “Like what the hell has been going on out there for the last few weeks while we’ve been gone.”
Jorem nodded as he twirled one of the tiny crystalline shards between his fingers. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
 
 



2
Knights and Rangers
 
Two Weeks Earlier…
 
“Three barons, two lords. I sure hope you paladins get paid more than I think you do.”
Julian Cassel, Knight-Captain of the Silver Fist, glanced up at the greasy, moon-faced merchant sitting across from him and smiled. “Serving the Order is about faith and duty, not coin. We are the sworn defenders of Highwind and its people.”
“In other words, you’re poor as dirt,” the merchant, Finch, muttered. “Why did I invite you to play again?”
“Well, I believe you were eyeing my sword,” Cassel said, gesturing with his chin towards the massive steel blade propped up against the wall of the carriage. “Though I can’t imagine you’d willingly strip a paladin of his weapon, especially after all I’ve done for you…”
The other player at the table, a wiry wisp of a man named Jakarn, snorted so loudly it was surprising he didn’t spook the horses. “You obviously don’t know him very well. If you can’t pay up, he’ll gladly strip that armor right off your back.”
“Besides, you haven’t done a damn thing for us yet,” Finch grumbled. “That crazy elf witch demanded we travel through the night despite my warnings.”
Cassel’s smile faded. “That ‘crazy elf witch’ is the Ranger-General of Highwind, and she is trying to save your livelihood. Or would you rather lose every coin in your coffers to bandits?”
“I would rather you pay up, Sir Knight,” Finch said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I doubt the moneylenders in Highwind will take your ‘honor’ on collateral.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that just yet,” Cassel said, laying his cards out on the table. “Four lovely queens, one of every color.”
Finch’s eyes shot open wide, and somehow his fat, greasy face looked even greasier. “How…?”
“Blessed are the righteous servants of Escar,” Cassel said, thrusting out his hand in a grandiose gesture. “May glory and fortune follow in their wake…especially the ones who know how to count cards.”
“You never told me you knew how to play sejaak!”
Cassel shrugged. “You never asked.”
Jakarn burst out laughing. “Played by a ruby-cheeked paladin…that has to be a new low, even for you.”
Finch glowered at his partner. “Knights aren’t supposed to gamble. Isn’t that in their bloody Code?”
“You’ve obviously never met a Knight of the Silver Fist before,” Jakarn said. “I’ve known more virtuous whoremongers...”
“Now, now, there’s no need to be bitter,” Cassel said, reaching out a hand and sweeping his winnings to his side of the table. “I’ve no intention of keeping your coin for myself.”
Finch’s eyes narrowed. “You’re going to give it back?”
“Gods, no,” Cassel said. “But I’m sure one of the orphanages in Blacktide Borough can put it to good use.”
The other men looked at him with such raw, unfiltered scorn he struggled not to laugh in their faces. He had spent enough time protecting merchant lords and noble scions to know that nothing united the wealthy elite more than their contempt for the poor. 
“You can’t be serious,” Jakarn said. “What could those wretched urchins possibly do with that much gold?”
“Eat, buy new clothes, have an actual future…” Cassel shrugged. “You know, silly things like that.”
“I’m going to take this up with your commander,” Finch growled. “I’ll tell him you were—”
Their glares were interrupted when the carriage door abruptly whipped opened and a blonde-haired, blue-eyed elf woman swung halfway inside. “We’re approaching the bridge,” Ranger-General Serrane Starwind said. “We need to…” Her brow furrowed when she belatedly noticed the cards and coins. “Are you gambling?”
“I was gambling,” Cassel corrected. “But I believe these fine gentlemen are out of coin.”
Her face twisted into a scowl so cold the merchants actually balked. “We don’t have time for this nonsense,” she growled. “Grab your sword and get into position. Now!”
She vanished back through the curtain, and the merchants shared a wary glance before they chortled in amusement. 
“Forget going to his commander,” Jakarn said. “We should just report him to her.”
Finch snickered. “Shalassa’s sweet tits, that woman really is as cold as they say, isn’t she?” 
“Colder,” Cassel said, standing and fastening his scabbard back to his belt. “If we do get attacked, try not to shit yourselves, would you? And don’t you dare touch my coin.”
After flashing them a final warning glare, Cassel hopped out of the moving carriage and signaled for the driver to stop while he jogged up ahead. Serrane was already fifty yards down the road, her golden hair practically glowing in the moonlight.  
“You’ll be happy to know that Finch and Jakarn are properly terrified of you,” Cassel said after he’d caught up. “And they believe you’re very upset with me.”
“That was the plan.” Her lips curled into a faint smile while her keen elven eyes scanned the forest. “From the looks of it, you’ve already cleaned them out.”
“Let’s just say there will be a lot of very happy orphans when we get back to the city.”
She grunted softly and shook her head. “Before coming to Highwind, I’d never heard of a knightly order that encouraged its paladins to become card hustlers.”
“Encouraged is a bit of a stretch,” Cassel said. “We’re just a bit more practical than your average stiffs in armor. Sometimes protecting the weak means stabbing trolls in the face, other times it means bilking a few fat merchants out of their coin.”
Serrane chuckled softly and shook her head. Somehow, her sharp elven features were even more striking when silhouetted in the moonlight. Cassel couldn’t help but appreciate the way her cropped leather bodice cradled her soft breasts, and as usual a single glance at her toned, pale midriff was all it took to make his trousers feel three sizes too tight.  
Had tonight been like any other night of their ongoing journey from Icewatch back to Highwind, she would have already been naked and whimpering inside his tent. But the farther south they traveled, the more obvious the chaos enveloping the plains became. The recent barbarian attack in the north had spooked the Council, and the death of Highlord Kastrius—former leader of the Silver Fist—had sent all of Highwind into a panic. Troops had been recalled, outposts had been abandoned, and the countless villages scattered across the plains had been left to fend for themselves. It was an untenable situation to say the least, and Serrane planned to berate her fellow Councilors into action the moment they returned.
But for the moment they were on their own, and Serrane had concocted a plan to terrify all the would-be bandits back into the foothills. The trouble was, Cassel didn’t like it one bit. 
“Look, I’m still not convinced that this is a good idea,” he said, taking a deep breath while gazing out upon the dark, foreboding oaks shrouding the edge of the road. “We could order them to set up camp here before the bridge and wait until morning. I doubt the bandits will—”
“We’ve been over this,” Serrane interrupted, her tone suddenly serious. “The whole point is to draw out the bandits and eliminate them before they can prey on anyone else.”
“Pull one weed and a dozen more will grow in its place. We both know the roads won’t be safe until the Order selects a new Highlord and dispatches more patrols.”
“That doesn’t mean we should sit around doing nothing in the meantime. These people are our responsibility.”
“I know, which is precisely why I don’t want to use them as bait. If you really want to hunt some bandits, you and I could head into the forest and—”
“Tracking them all down would take too long, and we need to get back to the city as soon as possible,” Serrane reminded him. “This is the best way to deal with the problem at its source.”
Cassel sighed. “You may not be aware of this, but you’re an incredibly frustrating and stubborn woman sometimes.”
“So I have been told.”
“Luckily for you, you’re also incredibly sexy when you get that murderous glint in your eye…”
Serrane groaned and grinned at the same time. “Just try and stay focused for once. If I’m right, we’re going to be horribly outnumbered.”
“What else is new?” he muttered. “I’ll head back and get ready. Where are you going to be?”
“Around,” she said, clutching her rune-covered elven bow. “Just promise me you won’t try anything especially stupid.”
“I’m a paladin,” Cassel reminded her. “You can’t hold me to such an impossible standard.”
Scoffing, Serrane leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “Stick to the plan and wait for my signal. I promise I’ll be there when you need me.”
With that, she turned and vanished into the shadows of the forest. Cassel stood there for a long moment, his head shaking and his lips smiling. 
“I know you will.”
 
***
 
The Kurstdale Bridge was one of many ancient landmarks on the road from Icewatch to Highwind, though the river it had once spanned had long since dried up. The rocky riverbed was too jagged for carts and carriages to cross, unfortunately, which was why the bridge remained a natural chokepoint—and therefore a target for every bandit and mountain orc within thirty miles. The Knights of the Silver Fist had constructed a watchtower nearby for just that reason, but like almost every other outpost in the area it had been gradually drained of men and resources by the noble families who paid the bills. The Highwind gentry were so terrified of an open war with Vorsalos that they had nearly allowed Icewatch to fall to the Roskarim horde just a few weeks prior. 
Serrane Starwind couldn’t wait to chastise the Council when she got back, and she was more than willing to recall her Duskwatch Rangers from the forest and deploy them into the plains if she had to. But for now, she intended to take matters into her own hands…and the local bandits were apparently more than willing to cooperate. 
 Thanks to the long, diaphanous strands of moonlight, her elven eyes had no trouble picking out at least a dozen men lurking in the shadows near the bridge. Normally, being so badly outnumbered wouldn’t have bothered her; she and Cassel had overcome far worse odds during their battles against the barbarians in the north. But the more she prowled around the perimeter, the more she realized they weren’t dealing with a group of half-starving highwaymen. 
In fact, she was reasonably certain they weren’t dealing with highwaymen at all. 
Swearing under her breath, Serrane glanced back over her shoulder just as the caravan rounded the corner and approached the bridge. Cassel and his horse were leading the way, and a lump formed in her throat when she realized how badly she had miscalculated. This whole reverse ambush had been her idea, but she hadn’t expected to be fighting a group of heavily-armed, properly-trained soldiers…
But it was too late to back out now. Grimacing, she lunged towards one of the towering oaks nearby and climbed the branches as quickly and quietly as she could. She found a proper perch about thirty feet off the ground, and after bracing herself in its limbs she plucked her bow from her back and took aim.  
Aetheric energy instantly coursed through the string, and the elven runes along the limbs began to glow faintly at her touch. Serrane wished she had a clearer shot; the tree canopy was just thick enough to be annoying. Thankfully, she had far more than regular arrows at her disposal, and even properly trained soldiers probably hadn’t faced down a true arcane archer before.
“Just get their attention, Julian,” she whispered as the caravan came to a halt and Cassel drew his sword. “Don’t try to be a hero…”
Even as she spoke the words she knew he wouldn’t be able to help himself. The Knights of the Silver Fist may have been competent and courageous warriors, but they were also incorrigible idiots. The instant the bandits began threatening him he drew his sword, offered them a salute, and kicked his horse into a charge. 
“For Escar!” he cried out. “For Highwind!”
If Serrane hadn’t needed both of her hands to fire, she would have slapped her palm against her forehead. Cassel was a skilled swordsmen and an excellent rider, and given his superior training and equipment she had no doubt he could hold his own against any one of the bandits. The problem was that there were twenty of them. 
“Le’thos,” she hissed, drawing back the string. A blazing arrow of pure Aetheric energy nocked itself between her fingers, and her eyes flicked back and forth in search of the best possible target to keep him alive—
But Cassel didn’t charge blindly into their ranks. After galloping forward just enough to make the bandits panic, he tugged on the reins and reared his horse back in a full stop. Serrane felt the surge of Aetheric power swell within him, and she shielded her eyes a split second before he unleashed a radiant burst of light from one of his hands. 
The bandits weren’t so lucky. The brilliant burst seared their eyes, momentarily blinding them, and Cassel promptly resumed his charge directly through their ranks. He trampled through their now disorganized spear wall with the ease of an ogre kicking open a wooden door.  
Serrane grinned despite herself. She really needed to stop underestimating him. Cassel might have been a paladin, and he was definitely an idiot more often than she liked.
But there was a reason she had fallen in love with him.
Taking in a deep breath, she shifted her aim to the makeshift barricade blocking off the bridge. A new fiery Aetheric arrow blazed into existence between her fingertips, but she wanted more than just a simple burst of flame. She channeled power into the arrow until it became completely unstable…and then she released the string. 
The shot hit the barricade dead center and exploded with the same intensity as a sorcerer’s fireball. The crossbowmen hunkering behind it for cover were instantly hurled aside and immolated, and even the ones several yards away were flattened to the ground by the shockwave. Panic spread more quickly than the flames; as the men slowly regained their sight, they frantically scattered in all directions. 
Serrane didn’t let them get far. She fired shot after shot at the stragglers, piercing their chests and throats and legs until the bridge was spackled in blood and littered with corpses. With Cassel carving his way through the spearmen, she expected the skirmish to be over in a matter of seconds…but apparently some of the bandits were seasoned enough to keep their cool. A pair of crossbowmen at the corner of her vision dove for cover behind the trees, and despite the dim light and their poor human vision they still fired back.
Her ability to dodge was severely limited by her perch in the tree, and one of the crossbow bolts nicked her leg just below the knee. A pained yelp escaped her lips, and she reflexively shifted her weight and hopped into an adjacent branch before they could reload. This perch was far less steady—she could already feel the wood starting to splinter—but she refused to cede the high ground just yet. Conjuring another unstable Aetheric arrow to her bowstring, she fired right between the remaining crossbowmen rather than at them. The explosive shockwave blasted them out of their cover and created a thick wall of smoke that gave her just the distraction she needed.  
Tossing her bow over her back, she hopped back down to the forest floor and drew the twin elven blades from her hips. She crouched low enough that the smoke and darkness would make her practically invisible, and she rushed forward to join the melee and end this as swiftly as possible. The crossbowmen were still shielding their eyes and scanning the trees when she found them, and she cut them down in a wild, spinning vortex of blood and steel.  
“The last few ran off into the forest,” Cassel said between labored breaths as he hopped down from his horse. His splendorous silver armor was spackled with blood, but thankfully very little of it appeared to be his. “You still want to chase them down?”
Serrane shook her head as she carefully surveyed the battlefield. Thanks to the burning barricade they had a well-lit view of the carnage, and upon closer inspection she confirmed that her initial theory had been correct. “No,” she said. “Better to let them return to their commanders with news that Highwind isn’t as defenseless as they thought. It might buy us a little more time to talk sense into the Council.”
“Commanders?” Cassel asked. “What are you—?”
“These aren’t highwaymen, Julian,” she said, thrusting out her sword and tapping the fine, polished scale male beneath the cloak on one of the bodies. “They’re professional soldiers from Vorsalos.”
Cassel removed his helmet and crouched down. “Bloody hell,” he murmured. “You’re sure?”
“Sure enough,” Serrane said. “Look at their equipment—random bandits don’t wear custom-fitted hauberks. They were trying to block the road and choke off as much trade as possible, and they were smart enough not to strut around in embroidered tabards. This fits the pattern we’ve seen from Senosi throughout the city: disrupt, destabilize, and let chaos do the rest.”
He scowled and glanced at the forest. “Then maybe we should pursue. They might have some answers.”
“If not for the caravan, maybe,” she said, gesturing towards the wagons behind them. “But I suspect your gambling buddies have soaked their trousers by now.”
“Almost certainly,” Cassel agreed, standing. “So what’s the plan?”
“We put out the fires and we move the caravan over the bridge.” Serrane swallowed and sheathed her swords. “Then the two of us ride hard for a few more hours so we can actually reach the city by tomorrow. We have to find a way to contain this before it gets any worse.”
 
***
 
Two hours later, Cassel and Serrane were a dozen miles further down the road and only a dozen more away from Highwind’s western garrison tower, Hastien’s Fall. Even more importantly, Cassel had claimed his gold from the merchants, and after the battle at the bridge they hadn’t even bickered with him about it. He felt a little guilty about leaving them behind, but the odds that another group of bandits would attack them tonight seemed low. Besides, Serrane was right that the two of them needed to travel a bit further if they wanted to reach the city by tomorrow afternoon. She probably would have pushed through the night if he hadn’t insisted that her horse needed a break.
“You know, one of these days you might actually need to invest in some real leg armor,” he said as he slipped a hand inside her trousers and channeled a healing spell into the gash below her knee. “It will save you a lot of pain.”
“I need to be able to move freely,” she reminded him, wincing in that adorable way of hers. “We can’t all plod around in fifty pounds of steel.”
“You could start with ten pounds and go from there,” he muttered. “Or at least wear a skirt to give me easier access.”
Serrane grinned. “I prefer to make you work for it.”
Cassel grunted and slid his hand farther up her leg. Her skin was as soft as satin and as smooth as silk, and whenever he touched her thigh he couldn’t help but think back to their adventures in the north just a few weeks ago. The two of them had single-handedly scattered a horde of Roskarim barbarians, and afterwards he had tended to her wounds just like this. Serrane had been terrified to admit her feelings for him, but when he closed his eyes he could still feel her body trembling at the warmth of his touch. Then his fingers had finally found their way to her smoldering quim…
“Well, thankfully I’ve never been averse to putting in some extra effort now and then,” Cassel said, gently sliding his hand all the way up to her silken thong. “Just lie back and let me see if I missed a spot…”
“Not tonight,” Serrane said, snatching his wrist. Her iron grip was a stark reminder that she packed a surprising amount of strength in her sleek, slender frame. “We only have a few hours left before sunrise, and you need to be rested if we’re going to push for Highwind.”
Cassel arched an eyebrow at her. “We’ve barely slept at all the last few nights, and I still feel fine.”
She grinned and kissed him softly on the lips. “I don’t know, you looked a little sluggish in that fight back there. Even more than normal, I mean.”
“Is that so?” he said, mock scowling down at her. 
“I didn’t want to say anything—I know how sensitive humans can be,” she teased, nibbling slyly at her lip. “Especially human males.”
“Uh huh,” Cassel grunted. “You’re too kind.”
“I consider it my solemn duty to look after the members of the lesser races,” Serrane said. “Now go ahead and get some sleep while I take watch.”
After planting a gentle kiss on the tip of his nose, she slithered out from underneath him and vaulted back to her feet with supernatural grace. She sauntered away from him, her hips swaying as seductively as if she were wearing heels, and she made a long, drawn-out show of bending over to retrieve her bow.
Cassel grinned. He definitely wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight. 
Leaping to his feet,
he reached out and grabbed her by the waist. Pound for her pound, her athletic elven body was stronger than any human…but that didn’t mean much when he had six inches and at least a hundred pounds on her. He lifted her up off the ground, snickering at her surprised squeal as he carried her back towards the campfire and tossed her down into his bedroll like a Roskarim warlord claiming his plunder after a battle. She reflexively tried to squirm away, but Cassel pounced upon her with surprising speed and pinned her slender arms behind her head. 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she growled, her blue eyes narrowing dangerously when he wedged himself between her legs. 
“This lesser creature just captured the beautiful elf maiden unawares,” Cassel said as he leaned in and kissed her neck. Sometimes he swore her fair skin actually glowed in the moonlight. “Now I’m going to enjoy my prize.”
Serrane struggled again, but he had her pinned and she knew it. “You had better be careful, brute,” she warned. “This maiden doesn’t submit easily.”
“That’s what makes it so fun,” Cassel said, tracing his lips down her neck and past the hardened leather of her cropped breastplate to her smooth, flat stomach. It was the most perfect thing he had ever seen, and she moaned uncontrollably when he kissed a circle around her belly. 
“You really are a savage, aren’t you?” 
He grinned when he felt her shiver in anticipation of what he might do next. He had never met another woman quite like her. So cunning, so determined, so fierce…and yet so thoroughly desperate for a man to dominate her. 
“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Cassel warned.
Planting a final kiss on her belly, he abruptly grabbed her by the waist and flipped her over onto her chest. Serrane tried to wriggle free again, but he was ready: he snatched her wrists a second time and brutishly pinned her arms behind her back. The louder she squealed in protest, the more he tightened his grip. She finally bit down on her lip and stopped when her wrists were almost bent up to her shoulder blades. 
“That’s it, elf,” he grow led into her ear. “Just close that pretty mouth and submit to your fate.”
Cassel held her firmly in place with one hand while he unfastened his belt and pulled it free with the other. Binding her arms only took a few moments, and once she was completely restrained he leaned back and appreciated his handiwork. 
“Maybe I’ll drag you off into the mountains and offer you up to the first orc we find,” he said, gently biting the tip of her ear. “They’re always looking for fresh cunts to breed.”
“If you let me go now, I might let you live,” Serrane hissed. Under any other circumstances, he might have been terrified…but then he felt another uncontrollable shiver of delight ripple through her. 
“Oh, I don’t think so, elf slut,” he said. “You’re not going anywhere until I’ve had my fun.”
Cassel smacked her ass hard enough she actually yelped in surprise, at which point he grabbed her trousers and yanked them off her slender hips without even bothering to unbuckle her belt. The pristine, cream-colored skin of her naked thighs glinted in the firelight, and he slapped her ass again just to leave a single blemish. 
“Brute!” she snarled. “Untie me now!”
Cassel snickered as he gently pushed her legs apart with his hands. Her bald elven cunt was there waiting for him, and he only needed to drag a single finger along the slit to confirm what he already suspected: 
Serrane was absolutely soaked. 
He snickered in satisfaction as he leaned forward and licked his tongue across the length of her swollen slit. Her carnal nectar was so delicious it almost didn’t seem real. He had heard all kinds of legends about elven quims from older knights in the order, but he had always assumed that most of the stories were either thinly-veiled boasts of conquest or apocryphal nonsense. The first one was true, but the second one wasn’t—her quim really was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted. 
Serrane’s entire body seized up like he had just blasted her with a lightning bolt, and her sweet, girlish cries echoed through the forest when he nibbled gently at her clit. Cassel smiled and smacked her ass again. Normally he would have been happy to feast upon her all night, but the situation required something more…primal.
Grinning in anticipation, he shuffled up behind her and yanked off his own trousers. She gasped when he nudged the swollen head of his cock up against her sopping quim. 
“You wouldn’t dare!” she gasped.  
“You’re mine, elf bitch,” he snarled, grabbing a thick handful of her blonde hair. “Take it all!”
Cassel slammed all the way into her with a single thrust. No matter how many times he took her, he could never stop being amazed by the tight, otherworldly grip of her perfect elven cunt. Normally, she drained him at least once with her throat before he fucked her; it was the only way he could hold out for more than a few minutes. He could already tell that tonight wouldn’t be any different. No matter how slowly he thrust, no matter how much he tried to resist, she was going to milk him dry in a matter of seconds. 
He didn’t bother fighting it. Planting his hand firmly on the back of her skull, he pushed her face down into his bedroll and relentlessly pounded away. Serrane gurgled more than whimpered, and the instant Cassel felt a climax shudder through her he lost control and injected her quim with everything he had. 
“Oh, gods,” he cried out when he finished, slumping on top of her but leaving his cock nestled deeply inside where it belonged. 
“Brute,” she rasped, her voice muffled by his bedroll. “Release me at once!”
Cassel grinned and grabbed another thick clump of her hair. “The night is still young,” he said, slapping her ass again. “And there are still plenty of other ways to enjoy my prize.”
 
***
 
“Jukatta!” Serrane swore. “We should have been on the road an hour ago!”
She tossed aside the covers, and Cassel gasped in shock when a blast of cold winter air chilled his half-naked body. “Hey!”
“Get up,” she ordered, diving across the tent to retrieve her clothes and armor. “We should have been in Hastien’s Fall by now!”
Cassel grumbled and pulled the blankets back over him. “The world’s not going to fall apart because the two of us decided to sleep in a little bit, I promise.”
Serrane muttered something in Elvish while she struggled to get dressed. “We’ve already wasted more daylight than we earned by pushing ahead last night.”
“An existential crisis, to be sure,” he said, yawning and closing his eyes. “How will we ever live with ourselves?”
“You’re a bloody paladin!” she reminded him. “I know for a fact your recruits are up at the break of dawn every day.”
“Recruits are, sure, but that’s the whole point in climbing the ranks. Knights get to sleep until seven, and Knight-Captains get to sleep until eight.” He yawned again despite himself. “If I’m ever fortunate enough to get Knight-Commander someday, I’ll never see that damn sun before noon again.”
“Unbelievable. It’s like your entire Order is run by children.”
“I’ll never understand how someone who’s going to live another two hundred years can be in such a hurry all the time. What’s the rush?”
Serrane grumbled again as she continued rifling through the clothes pile. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”
“Suit yourself.” Cassel grinned but kept his eyes shut. “By the way, you’re not going to find what you’re looking for there.”
He could feel her eyes boring into him. “What are you talking about?”
Trying his hardest not to giggle, he pulled her silken thong out from beneath the covers. “I took a souvenir. I hope you don’t mind.”
She spat a vicious Elvish swear—or at least, some gibberish that sounded like an Elvish swear—before she dove on top of him and tried to pry her underwear from his grip. A minute later Cassel had her flipped over on her back, and a minute after that he had her ankles propped up on his shoulders while his cock relentlessly pounded into her tight elven quim. She finished at least twice before he pumped his morning bounty deep inside her. 
 “Mani naa raeg yassen amin,” she whispered breathlessly when she finally came down. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about half the time,” Cassel said, kissing her nose. “But gods, I love the way you say it.”
Serrane grunted softly and dragged her long, slender fingers across the three-day stubble dotting his cheeks. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I should be so furious with you right now.”
“We humans have a word for this condition. I think it’s pronounced ‘love’ or something.”
She groaned. “It’s definitely not love, trust me.”
“Hmm, well, you display all the normal symptoms,” he said, sliding his fingers up and down her thighs. “Girlish giggles, rosy cheeks, a constant desire to get bent over and fucked from behind…”
“I hate you.”
“Maybe you’re just naturally as randy as a knight. Is there an Elvish phrase for that?”
“Jukatta le.” 
Cassel grunted. “Did you tell me to fuck—?”
Serrane kicked him over onto his back and straddled him. Her long mane of blonde hair—somehow still straight and untangled despite all the times he had grabbed a hold of it last night—spilled over him until he could barely see. 
“We need to get moving,” she told him. “For real this time.”
“Oh, fine,” he grumbled. “I suppose duty has to triumph over fun at some point.”
She chuckled and placed her fingers on his lips. “If we reach the gates before dusk, we can take a quick jaunt down the path to the river.”
Cassel arched an eyebrow. “And then what?”
“And then you can fuck me under the waterfall.”
He grinned. “See, this is why you’re a good leader. You know how to inspire your troops.”
“Just shut up and get dressed,” she said, smacking his arm. “And give me my damn underwear.”
After a few more minutes of scrambling and kissing, they finally packed up and made their way back to the road. Cassel had thrown on his breastplate but eschewed the rest of his armor, ostensibly to save time but actually because he didn’t want to have any more layers between their bodies than was absolutely necessary. He vastly preferred to have his hands free while he rode in the saddle behind her; his fingers appreciated the ability to caress the silky smooth skin of her bare midriff from behind. Besides, it was much easier to “accidentally” tickle her this way.
“You know, you could have kept that horse you borrowed from Finch,” Serrane said when his hand settled on her belly and pulled her tightly against him. 
“This is more comfortable,” Cassel said. He gently brushed aside her golden mane and planted a kiss on her neck. “Besides, Whisper is too fast; he would have left me behind.”
“Perish the thought,” she muttered even as she melted in his hands. “Just try and behave yourself back there.”
He smiled and kissed her neck again. “Knight’s honor.”
Serrane grunted and kicked Whisper into an abrupt gallop. She obviously wanted to push him hard enough to make up for lost daylight, but she restrained herself and ultimately steered the horse into a vigorous trot instead. Cassel more or less behaved himself, and they reached Hastien’s Fall just before noon like she had hoped all along. 
Unfortunately, that was precisely when everything when straight to hell. 
“Only three spotters on the parapets and two men on the road,” Cassel commented as he shielded his eyes against the midday glare. “How much do you want to bet the Council recalled half the garrison and assigned them to watch over some noblemen’s third estate instead?”
“Mm,” Serrane murmured. She slowed Whisper to a walk and squinted up at the wide, eighty-foot tall stone tower in the distance. Unlike Icewatch in the north, Hastien’s Fall was in flawless condition; it had only been built five years ago as a monument to Highwind’s previous Ranger-General. In addition to serving as a watchtower against a potential orc attack from the mountains, the structure also acted as something of a bridge between the road and the cliffs that eventually bled into the plains. 
As a general rule, the Silver Fist stationed about a dozen knights here at all times, and Serrane’s Duskwatch contributed the same number of rangers. The post wasn’t particularly prestigious or interesting; the troops were so bored that gambling and whoring were significant problems. Cassel was a little surprised that no one had opened a brothel nearby…
Still, having so few men on active watch in the middle of the day was beyond negligent, especially considering the recent bandit problems. Of course, none of these idiots had been expecting their boss to gallop down the road, either, and Cassel actually smirked when he imagined how badly Serrane was about to tear into them. 
“Something’s wrong,” she said, her voice low and grave. 
“Yeah, half of them are probably still drunk or unconscious,” Cassel muttered. “And you thought we slept in too—”
“Something is very wrong,” she interrupted, her body abruptly stiffening in the saddle. 
Cassel frowned and shielded his eyes again. They were still about a hundred feet from the base of the tower, and the knights on the ground were waving them over. Everything seemed normal enough.  
But that was the problem. With their spyglasses, the rangers on the parapets should have long since recognized their commander and her horse, and yet no one was scurrying about trying to make the place presentable for a surprise inspection. Perhaps they were simply trying to play it off—the men on the road could have been poised enough to run cover while their companions scurried about sweeping up the clothes and empty liquor bottles. 
The problem was, Cassel knew most of the men and women who had been stationed here, and “poised” was not the word he would have chosen to describe most of them. 
“They certainly don’t seem surprised to see us,” he whispered, his hand unwittingly sliding out from around her waist and settling on the handle of his sword. “Do you think someone at Icewatch sent word ahead without telling us?”
“What I think is that the armor on that knight wasn’t fitted for his body,” Serrane said. “And my scouts would know better than to try and sneak up on me from the forest line.”
Cassel resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder and focused on the armored men in front of them instead. With each passing second it became more and more obvious that she was right—the armor the men were wearing hadn’t been fitted for them, and they were trying to hide it by moving as little as possible. 
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed as the hairs on the back of his neck shot straight up. “We have a serious problem.”
“I’m going to need you to take the reins,” Serrane said. 
He blinked. “What?”
“If I can’t deal with those archers, we’re both dead,” she told him. “You will need to take the reins.”
Cassel’s eyes flicked up to the tower parapets. He had no idea how the hell she planned on getting up there; as far as he knew, she couldn’t spontaneously sprout wings and fly. But if he had learned one thing about Serrane Starwind these past few weeks (aside from how and where she liked to be touched) it was that he should always trust her instincts. 
“All right,” he said, reaching out to the Aether and allowing its currents to fortify his strength and reflexes. “So what’s the—”
“Charge straight for the bend in the road,” she told him. Her right foot slipped out of the stirrup, and he could feel her body coiling like a snake. “Distract and scatter them as long as you can until I’m able to cover you.”
He frowned at the two “knights” on the road ahead. “I can handle two men just fine.”
“They have friends you can’t see yet.”
“Where—?”
“No time. Go!”
Before he could finish the sentence, she drew her bow, conjured a shimmering magical arrow to the string, and fired at the gap in the crenellations atop the tower. For once, the arrow didn’t explode in a fiery burst; it conjured a cloud of thick black smoke that immediately forced the defending archers to gag and recoil. Serrane fired a second arrow amidst the confusion, but this one conjured a thin, diaphanous tether of solid energy. Leaping off Whisper’s back, she used the tether like a rope, first swinging to the tower wall and then scaling the wall as rapidly as possible. 
One of these days, I’ll stop being surprised by her endless bag of tricks. 
Grinning, Cassel took the reins and kicked Whisper into a gallop. The fake knights on the road were paralyzed in shock, and he was half-tempted to trample them outright. Unfortunately, Serrane had been right—they had plenty of friends.  
Almost a dozen men suddenly appeared on the sides of the road. In the hills to his left, a trio armed with crossbows popped up from behind a rocky outcropping and took aim; in the forest to his right, a trio armed with bows did the same. And down near the bend in the road where Serrane had pointed, six men with spears charged out from the bushes and braced themselves for a charge.
“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel hissed through clenched teeth. Just like with the caravan ambush last night, these men weren’t bandits—they were fully armed and equipped soldiers, almost certainly from Vorsalos. And if they had already taken Hastien’s Fall without a response from Highwind, then the city was in far, far more trouble than he and Serrane had feared. 
Grimacing, Cassel lowered his blade and charged. Whisper’s hooves thundered across the road, and he crouched low as a barrage of crossbow bolts whipped past his head. Serrane would never forgive him if he tried to plow through a wall of spears and got her horse maimed or killed, but he still had the blinding flash trick up his sleeve just like back on the bridge last night. Lifting his sword high, he called out to the Aether and summoned its power—
And froze in the saddle when it failed to answer his call.  
“What?” Cassel gasped, trying again to no avail even as Whisper galloped closer and closer to the spears. He tugged hard at the reins, twisting the horse off the road and into the grass mere seconds before they were impaled. He cried out when the sudden movement wrenched his leg in the stirrup, and he could barely hear anything over the horse’s squeals of protest. He knew he had just made himself a helpless target—he could feel the archers lining up their shots. But while he desperately tried to steer Whisper into the trees for cover, a bitter cold tingle suddenly rippled up and down his spine. 
At first, he assumed the sensation was just standard, run-of-the-mill mortal terror at the arrows whistling past his face, but as the seconds ticked by his entire body felt like it was being squeezed by a giant invisible hand. His limbs went stiff, his lungs froze, and his back seized up like he had just been impaled through the chest.  
Cassel toppled out of the saddle. He didn’t even feel his body hit the ground or tumble through the dirt; it was as if he had been dropped into the ocean rather than a field of grass. For an instant, he swore he was actually drowning; his lungs pleaded for air but inhaled only freezing, brackish water. He was vaguely aware of Whisper’s panicked whinnies, and he thought he heard Serrane calling out to him. But her voice sounded like it was coming from the ocean’s surface while he had already sunk to the floor.
I’m dying. 
“Escar,” he rasped. “Protect me!”
There was no response. 
 
***
 
Serrane was halfway up the tower wall before she heard Whisper squeal and Cassel shriek. She glanced back over her shoulder just in time to watch the paladin inexplicably veer off into the forest, and she had no idea what in the bloody hell he could have possibly been thinking. The enemy archers were already adjusting their aim; if he didn’t have another trick up his sleeve, he and Whisper were about to be riddled with arrows.
“Le’thos,” she swore, wishing she could shoot and climb at the same time. Unlike most channelers, she had been taught to focus her power almost exclusively through her bow; she only knew a handful of conventional spells, and none of them would do a damn bit of good while hanging from this tether. 
Gritting her teeth, she half-sprinted, half-climbed up the rest of the wall and leapt atop the crenellations. Mercifully, the archers were still choking on the smoke, and she shot them both before they could recover. 
Hold on, Julian…
Whirling back around and bracing her leg on the battlements, Serrane fired an explosive arrow at the road just as the soldiers were closing in around Cassel. The detonation immolated several of the spearman and scattered the rest, and she prayed it would distract them long enough for her to figure what the hell had happened to her companion. 
Serrane took aim at the scurrying soldiers, planning to pick them off one by one, but she only fired a single shot before her elven ears heard the faint scuff of footsteps behind her. Dropping to a crouch, she rolled hard to her right just as a thick crossbow bolt struck the crenellations behind her. She bounced back up and aimed at the newcomer, but it wasn’t another Vorsalosian soldier—it was a short, slender woman clad in an oddly familiar form-fitting leather corset.
“Serrane Starwind,” the woman said, an almost playful smirk on her lips. “I always hoped I’d get the chance to meet you in the flesh.”
“You should be careful what you wish for,” Serrane said. She aimed, fired…
And missed. Her target moved so quickly it defied belief; in one instant she was standing atop the stairwell, and in the next she was suddenly five yards away with little more than a black blur in between. Scowling, Serrane dispensed with all pretense of subtlety and fired another explosive arrow instead. In theory, the blast would consume the whole side of the tower and be impossible to dodge.  
In practice, the leather-clad woman simply reached out and caught the projectile mid-flight. 
Serrane froze in place. She had never seen anyone, human or elf, react that quickly. And when the magical arrow slowly dissolved into smoke, Serrane belatedly realized why. She wasn’t fighting another random soldier. 
She was fighting a Senosi Huntress. 
“I see your reputation is well-earned,” the Huntress said, her eyes glowing a brilliant green as she feasted upon the arrow’s magic. “A ranger and a sorceress bundled up in a single delicious package…oh, you have no idea how much I have been looking forward to this.” 
Serrane’s heart suddenly pounded in her ears. She had only ever met one Senosi in person, the mysterious mercenary back in Icewatch. Ostensibly, that woman—Valuri—had turned against the Inquisitrix, but her powers had still been impressive to behold. Feeding upon magic had given her superhuman speed and strength, not to mention regenerative capabilities the equal of any troll. 
“I admit that I was a little disappointed by your Duskwatch Rangers, however,” the Huntress went on, sauntering forward as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She dropped her crossbow and unsheathed the long, wickedly-sharp tiger claws concealed in her leather gloves. “I assumed they would be competent, disciplined warriors, but they barely even put up a fight. Half of them were still drunk and snoring when I slit their throats.”
Tossing aside her bow, Serrane drew her twin elven blades and pounced forward in a deadly whirlwind of steel. Her Lin’faleel fighting style was specifically designed to counter stronger opponents, and at first it seemed up to the challenge: she easily slipped through the Huntress’s defenses and slashed long, bloody lines across the other woman’s upper thigh and stomach. But the wounds regenerated faster than the swords could carve new ones, and the ranger quickly fell behind. The Huntress trapped both blades in her claws, ripped them out of Serrane’s grip, and then backhanded the elf so hard she flew across the tower and crashed into the battlements. 
Serrane barely clung to consciousness. She was too dizzy to stand, and her skull was pounding. “Julian…”
“You don’t need to worry about your paladin friend,” the Huntress said, snickering. “My mistress will want to speak with him personally…after he’s had a bit of time to experience life without the taste of magic. By the end of this war, he and every other paladin in Highwind will be so desperate for the Aether’s touch that they will gladly kneel before the Conduit.”
The woman’s grin turned downright sinister. “But not you, my dear. The Aether flows freely through your beautiful elven veins…and I can’t wait to have a taste.”
Serrane reached out for her bow, but the other woman grabbed her wrist and jabbed a claw against her throat. Senosi really were as strong as actual vampires…
“Please, struggle for me—it’s so much more satisfying when the sorcerers fight back,” the Huntress said as she slowly and seductively straddled the squirming ranger. “Did you know I’ve never fed off a true elf before? My sisters will be so jealous…”
“Touch me and I will gut you, monster!” Serrane asked. 
The Huntress chuckled as she dragged her free hand across the side of the elf’s face. When her fingers returned they were matted in fresh blood, and she eagerly licked them clean. 
“So powerful. So pure.” The Huntress smiled devilishly. “You have no idea how much I’m going to enjoy breaking you.”
 



3
The Burning Sea
 
Jorem went to sleep fully expecting to be ambushed during their first night at sea. Pirates, Vorsalosian warships, a terrible storm…he and the girls had been so cursed these past few months that he honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if he woke up to the sight of a giant sea monster swallowing their ship whole. 
Instead, he woke up to the sight of Kaseya swallowing his cock whole. 
“Oh….shit,” he gasped, reflexively placing his hand atop her head. Given how many times the girls had drained him last night, Jorem couldn’t believe he had much of anything left. Evidently he had saved up more than he realized over the past few weeks. 
Kaseya slowly pulled back until his cock slipped free of her lips, though she continued massaging the tip with her tongue as if she were gently licking the icing from a pastry. “It feels so different,” she whispered, her eyes fluttering shut as she touched the ruby in her new collar. “Everything is more…vivid. It’s as if we’re sharing the same body.”
“He wishes. He’s never had that kind of muscle tone, trust me.”
 Valuri’s head suddenly popped up from behind Kaseya, and her eyes and tattoos were already glowing. Her mouth and chin were covered in the amazon’s nectar; she was obviously enjoying her own breakfast. 
Kaseya slowly rolled her tongue across her lips as she curled her fingers around Jorem’s thick shaft. “I only wish the smiths had crafted another bond ring so you could appreciate the sensations.”
“He’s a man, Red. He wouldn’t last ten seconds if he could feel what you feel.”
“He would learn.”
“Have you met him?” Valuri shrugged and licked her own lips. “Not that I’d mind. At least I could get what I need from him without all the extra fuss. Sometimes a girl just needs to eat…”
She dropped back down, and a shiver of delight cascaded through Kaseya’s body when the Huntress’s tongue plunged back into her sweet folds. The amazon continued slowly stroking and licking at Jorem’s member, clearly distracted, and his cock throbbed in frustration at the torturous delay. He knew Kaseya could feel his desperation and desire through the collar, which meant she was intentionally keeping him right at the brink. She had learned this particular trick from Valuri all too well.
She’s not just teasing you—she’s baiting you. Why not give her what she really wants?
Grinning, Jorem roughly grabbed the amazon’s head and forced himself back between her lips.  He slammed into her mouth over and over, as entranced by her gurgles as the shudders of ecstasy rippling through her, and he remembered how amazing it was to wake to the sight of her bobbing head every morning. 
“By the…hnnnn,” he cried out as he flooded her throat yet again. He held her on top of him, his hands clutching her red hair, until the shockwaves of her own climax slowly settled. 
Gods, it really is tempting to just sail south to live like this forever…
Jorem slumped back over. He might have actually fallen asleep again if the girls hadn’t dragged him back up onto the main deck. The horizon remained clear in all directions, and between the morning sun on his face and the salty breeze on his skin he remembered just how peaceful the open sea could be when they weren’t being shot at or boarded. 
A few hours and several pieces of fruit later, Jorem was lying beneath the sails with Valuri slouched across his lap. Kaseya was hanging upside down with her legs curled around the main-mast, and every few seconds she would pull herself up and touch her knees.  He was more than content to lie back and watch the show, especially since the amazon hadn’t bothered getting dressed yet. Her glistening skin was so flawless he quickly became as the spar she was hanging from.
“You know, Red, you could just lie down and enjoy the weather,” Valuri said. “A little relaxation won’t kill you.”
“Nor will it make me stronger,” Kaseya said. “That is an unacceptable outcome.”
Val groaned and slumped even deeper into Jorem’s arms. “She tries way too hard. Just watching her is exhausting.”
“So why can’t you look away?” he asked. 
“Because her tits are so perfect it makes me want to cry.”
He grunted and started massaging Val’s shoulders. “You could always strip down and try to get some color in your skin.”
“If only.”
“I’ll never understand how someone so pale doesn’t burn red.”
“Vampires don’t tan. You’re lucky I don’t burst into flames in the sunlight.”
Jorem snickered and turned her chin so he could give her a kiss. Her tongue eagerly slipped through his lips, and she twisted herself around until she was straddling him. For once, she wasn’t pawing at him in a desperate attempt to work his cock free; her Senosi hunger must have finally been sated, at least for the moment. He had almost forgotten how nice it was just to hold and kiss her like they were normal lovers. Rare moments like this were the only time any notion of “romance” even entered her filthy little mind. 
“You know, we should probably spend at least a few minutes figuring out what the hell we’re going do once we reach the shore,” Valuri said when she finally pulled away and snuggled into him a few minutes later. “The Inquisitrix could have dozens of Senosi stationed in Ostvara by now. If we’re not careful, we’ll have an army coming after us long before we reach Highwind.”
“It will be dark before we make landfall,” Jorem said, squinting up at the sky. “We should be able to dock and sneak out of the city easily enough. We could camp further down the road before anyone in town has a chance to pick up our scent…not that I expect anyone is actually looking for us.”
“The Inquisitrix could have killed us after the Fount collapsed,” Kaseya pointed out after another series of painful-looking crunches. “We were unconscious and effectively helpless.”
“For all we know, she was badly wounded in the explosion,” Jorem said. “Regardless, she could have ordered her forces to land on Nol Krovos if she had really wanted to kill everyone. The fact her ships turned around and set sail for the mainland tells me that she got everything she needed. I doubt she’s wasted a single thought on us.”
 “Maybe, but it’s not like the Senosi will just ignore us, either,” Valuri said. “You’re still a sorcerer, and I’m still a traitor. That keeps us pretty high on their enemies list.”
“Good,” Kaseya said. “We are their enemies, and Marcella will face justice for the death and destruction she has wrought.”
Valuri arched an incredulous eyebrow at Jorem, and he didn’t need a magical collar to know what she was thinking. No force in the multiverse was going to keep Kaseya from her vengeance—not the Vorsalosian fleet, not common sense, and definitely not he and Val. 
“Remember how easy life was when it was just you and me hunting down dangerous scumbag sorcerers?” Valuri asked softly. “I miss those days.”
“I don’t miss the constant fear of getting caught by the Senosi and castrated for their amusement,” Jorem said. “And at least now we get to breathe in some fresh air every once in a while.”
“Feh.”
He smiled thinly as he idly feathered his fingers through her black hair. “Anyway, I don’t think there’s much of a point in planning until we actually get to Highwind.”
“Let’s assume the worst,” Valuri said. “What happens if the city really is on fire?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Honestly, I haven’t really wanted to think about it.”
“Well, now is as good a time as any to start,” Valuri said, swiveling around in his lap to face him again. “As much as I hate to admit it, our best bet is probably to reach out to Telanya…assuming she hasn’t been tossed in the Citadel with her husband. Solemi is the other obvious choice, but for all we know she is running the whole damn city by now.”
Jorem winced at the thought. Solemi—aka “Silhouette,” aka the “Black Mistress”—remained the one true wildcard in this whole scenario. As far as they could tell, the half-elf sorceress was nearly as responsible for the chaos engulfing Highwind as the Inquisitrix. Solemi had effectively winnowed the power of the Council by framing Archmage Beloran and possibly even arranging the untimely death of Highlord Kastrius. If the destruction of the Fount had crippled the Duskwatch and the Silver Fist, she would be in perfect position to stake her own claim to power…
“What about General Serrane?” Kaseya suggested as she started another set of crunches. “She will have likely returned home by now.”
“Assuming Solemi didn’t get her killed too,” Valuri murmured. “I swear, if that silver-haired bitch costs me my chance to fuck a real elf…”
“No matter what, we’ll have to improvise,” Jorem said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and the collapse of the Fount won’t have any broader ramifications whatsoever.”
“Yeah,” Valuri muttered, “that seems likely.”
Jorem sighed and glanced out to the horizon. Part of the reason he found the sea so soothing was because it gave him an excuse not to think about the Fount or anything else that was going on. The longer they drifted out here, the easier it was to unmoor himself from the annoying tethers of reality.
Marhaak kûl drakatharri.
The crystal’s eerie warning (or command?) was still fresh in his mind, and it was yet another thing he really didn’t want to think about it. A part of him still hoped they would get a translation and realize it was just trying to share an ancient Avetharri baking recipe…
“We’ll figure something out,” he said, clearing his throat. “For now, let’s just make sure we’re ready and rested before we make landfall. I’d prefer to put at least a dozen miles between us and Ostvara before we camp.”
“You hear that, Red?” Valuri asked. “Time to stop killing yourself and lie down.”
“I am not tired,” Kaseya said in between another set of crunches. “You are welcome to join me if you wish.”
“I’ll pass, thanks. People already think I’m a vampire; I don’t need to start hanging upside down like a damn bat.” Valuri smacked my chest. “Jorem could join you, though. I didn’t want to say anything before, but after two weeks sitting around eating fish all day…well, you are getting a little doughy.”
“Fuck off,” he grumbled, playfully pushing her back. “It’s not my fault everything on that island was delicious.”
“I ate plenty of young, bronze-skinned beauties and I didn’t gain a pound,” she said, flicking her tongue across her lips. “Though watching Red here is making me hungry again…”
Jorem snorted and tackled her against the deck. He pushed up her shirt enough that he could kiss her belly, and she eagerly helped him out by sliding her trousers off her slender hips. Her shaven quim glistened in the sunlight, and he gently slipped a finger inside her while he ran his tongue over her folds. 
As long as he focused his attention on the girls he didn’t have to think about anything else, and he happily parked himself between Val’s legs and licked away the afternoon. But sooner or later, he knew, this pleasant little illusion of theirs was going to shatter. 
He just hadn’t expected it to happen later that night. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed when the city of Ostvara—known colloquially as “Seawatch”—finally rolled into view on the distant, moonlit horizon. “It has already begun.”
Jorem braced his hand against the mast and choked down the lump of bile in his throat. Even from here they could see the fleet of warships encircling the city, all bearing the black raven standard of the Vorsalosian navy. The ships weren’t just blocking the harbor, however; their deck-mounted catapults were bombarding the shore with a seemingly endless barrage of flaming boulders. The lighthouse tower atop the northern cliff’s edge blazed like a giant torch, and the harbor belched out thick, impenetrable clouds of black smoke. 
Having witnessed Icewatch receive a similar pummeling first-hand, Jorem could only imagine how much worse things must have been inside the walls of a populated city. It was a stark and brutal reminder that humans didn’t require sorcery to inflict tremendous devastation. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya whispered. Her hands were squeezing the sides of the ketch so hard her fingers were probably riddled with splinters. “How could Marcella have diverted her forces so quickly?”
“Because she’s been planning this for a long time,” Valuri said bitterly. “That’s probably half the Vorsalosian fleet out there right now. There could be hundreds of soldiers on those rowboats headed to shore.”
“Thousands, more likely,” Jorem said, squinting hard enough to make out the dozens of smaller boats rowing towards the shore. Even back before the Inquisitrix had taken control of Vorsalos, the so-called “City of Ravens” had harbored the largest standing army in the region. Highwind, by contrast, had long relied upon quality over quantity with its elite knights and rangers. For the past several decades that strategy had paid off…but Jorem had a feeling that those days were over. 
“There were dozens of warships in the harbor when we set sail from this city a few weeks ago,” Kaseya said. “Why are they not defending their people?”
“I bet most of them are already at the bottom of the sea,” Jorem said. “Or they’re burning somewhere in the harbor.”
“But how could they have possibly been routed so quickly?”
“That’s a good question,” Valuri said. “Someone had to see all those ships coming. So why does it seem like the locals were caught completely off-guard?”
Jorem swallowed heavily when he caught a glimmer of movement in the skies above. “Because the fleet didn’t launch the initial assault,” he said, pointing. “They did.”
The girls glanced up just in time to see the shadowy silhouette of a wyvern soar past the waning crescent moon. The large, vaguely reptilian creatures were almost as terrifying as genuine dragons, and the Inquisitrix seemed to have a steady supply of them.
“Son of a bitch,” Valuri whispered. “Where in the bloody hell did she find all of those things? And how did she train them so quickly?”
“I don’t know, but it’s only a matter of time before someone spots our sails,” Jorem warned as he glanced up at the rigging. “We need to pull everything down and row south along the coast.”
“No,” Kaseya said, shaking her head. “We should prepare ourselves for battle.”
Valuri whipped her head around and glared at the other woman. “Battle? Are you crazy?”
“The city will not survive without our aid.”
“It’s not going to survive regardless! In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re a little outnumbered here, Red.”
Kaseya grit her teeth and leaned over to retrieve her bow. “It does not matter. I will not allow Marcella’s madness to consume any more lives.”
Jorem and Valuri shared a quick, worried glance. “We can’t help anyone if we get spotted out here in the open,” he said. “If we pull down the sails we might be able to row to the southern bank and—”
“Too late,” Valuri interrupted.
Jorem glanced back up as one of the wyverns abruptly veered away from the city and began heading straight towards them. “Oh, shit,” he hissed. “Get ready!”
While the girls madly dashed across the deck to retrieve their weapons, Jorem reached out to the Aether and channeled its currents through his waiting body. His senses sharpened, his skin tingled, and a brilliant, fiery sphere flashed into existence in the palm of his right hand. 
“This is bad,” Valuri murmured as she readied her crossbow. “So very, very bad…”
“We’ll handle them the same way we did in the north,” Jorem said, wrapping himself in a glimmering mantle of protective energy and mirroring the spell on Kaseya. “Maybe they’ll decide we aren’t worth the trouble.”
“Or they’ll send the whole fleet after us. I hope you both remember how to swim.”
Jorem narrowed his eyes and forced himself to take a deep breath. He hadn’t mustered this much power since his battle with the Inquisitrix, and he had almost forgotten how good it felt to have the Aether flowing through him so readily. The sensation wouldn’t last, of course; the more energy he channeled through his body, the faster the inevitable backlash would cripple him. 
But for now, the choice between draining himself to death by hurling fireballs or being eaten by a wyvern was an easy one, and he counted down the seconds as the creature skimmed above the water just a few hundred feet away from them. Just like at Icewatch, the beast had a saddled rider on its back, but for some reason the soldier hadn’t yet drawn a bow or readied a spear. 
Regardless, Jorem had no intention of sitting around waiting to become a pincushion; he unleashed fireball after fireball at the wyvern, and the girls followed his lead with a deadly barrage of arrows and bolts. The rider dipped, dodged, and then abruptly climbed back into the air, unwittingly making his mount an even bigger target. Jorem hurled yet another fireball and grinned in anticipation as the blazing sphere streaked right at the beast’s belly…
And then splashed harmlessly against a previously invisible bubble of Aetheric energy. Evidently the rider wasn’t an archer after all. 
He was a channeler. 
“What…?” Jorem breathed. 
Before any of them could react, the wyvern unleashed a horrific, high-pitched shriek then dove straight at them. The rider’s hands burst into flames, and he hurled his own scorching fireball straight at the ketch’s main-mast. In desperation, Jorem threw up his hands and reflexively tried to expand his barrier over the ship, but just before the fireball exploded Kaseya slammed into him and tackled him to the deck. 
A flash of heat seared across the back of his neck, and he winced as a barrage of tiny flaming splinters pelted his barrier. But despite the concussive blast ringing in his ears and low groan of wood snapping all around him, he didn’t feel a single prick of pain. 
“It’s coming around for another pass!” Kaseya warned.
 Jorem rolled onto his side just enough to see her crouched over him, her shield held protectively over their heads. Smoke and flames shrouded everything; he could barely even see the stars. 
“Sorcerer,” he rasped, coughing and sitting up. “How in the bloody hell does the Inquisitrix suddenly have sorcerers riding her wyverns?”
“I don’t think he’s a sorcerer,” Valuri said from behind them. Flames swirled around her, but they didn’t singe her flesh; her Senosi tattoos flared to life as she consumed the magic from the blast. Her glowing green eyes and tattoos were the only reason Jorem could even see her through the smoke. 
“What are you talking about?” he asked. 
“We can compare wild theories later,” she said, vaulting up onto the smoldering remnants of the mizzenmast. She took aim with her crossbow, and Jorem whipped his head around just as the wyvern dove back at them at full speed. 
“We’re sitting ducks here!” he growled, bolstering his barrier again. His arms had already started tingling uncomfortably; he wasn’t certain how much more power he could muster before the Aetheric backlash incapacitated him. 
“The water might give us enough cover to escape,” Kaseya said. “My arrows cannot pierce the beast’s scales.”
“They will once I bring that barrier down,” Jorem told her. “Be ready and wait for my signal.”
Stumbling away from the smoke towards the front of the ketch, Jorem reached back out to the Aether and summoned a crackling spark of energy to his hand. Before their battle with the Inquisitrix on Nol Krovos, he hadn’t needed to unravel a barrier since his days fighting dangerous channelers with Valuri. He had learned a great deal from that quick encounter in the Fount, however, and when he focused upon the wyvern rider he could almost see the tiny, hairline cracks in his defenses…
“Now!” he said, thrusting out his hand. A burst of raw, scintillating energy leapt from his palm and struck the wyvern head-on, shattering its protective barrier like a hammer driving a nail through glass. The girls fired an instant later, and the beast roared in protest when one arrow lodged in its wing and another struck its belly. The rider choked up on the reins in a last-ditch effort to maintain control, and he was struggling to stay in the saddle. 
Jorem shook his head. “Not this time, you bastard.”
Clenching his teeth, Jorem chucked yet another scorching sphere at the wobbling wyvern. The explosion blasted the rider from the saddle and ignited the beast like a torch. Their agonized shrieks echoed across the water right up until they crashed beneath its waves. 
“One down, only about a dozen more to go,” Valuri muttered as she pointed back towards the city. “I have a feeling that the rest of them know we’re here.”
Jorem released his hold on the Aether and nodded. Their ketch was already splintering around them, and while there was still a chance he could summon a stiff enough gale to quench the flames, there didn’t seem to be much point. 
“Get in the dinghy and row for shore,” Jorem said. “Hurry!”
After quickly snatching up everything they could carry, the girls dove into the small rowboat on the side of the ketch. Jorem grabbed his own pack and joined them, and once they had drifted away a few yards he blasted their own ship. The explosion engulfed the entire vessel, hurling flaming wooden chunks in every direction and conjuring a massive cloud of black smoke. 
“I really hope your people didn’t want their boat back, Red,” Valuri muttered as she reloaded her crossbow and tried to squint through the smoke. 
Jorem slumped down and clutched at his tingling arms. At this point, he wasn’t sure he would be able to swim even if they had to. “If that doesn’t cover our retreat, nothing will.”
“Then I think we’re fucked,” Valuri said, pointing. “Look!”
Two more wyvern silhouettes appeared through the smoke in the moonlit sky, and Jorem shook his head in disbelief. One little boat shouldn’t have warranted anywhere this much attention when they had a whole damn city to sack. Then again, he had quite clearly marked himself as a sorcerer with all those fireballs…
“Aim for the riders!” he ordered, conjuring another barrier despite the pain rippling down his limbs. “Without them, the wyverns won’t be able to—”
Before he could finish two more flaming spheres emerged from the smoke, and Jorem grit his teeth and closed his eyes as they slammed into his barrier. His ears popped, his skin flashed with heat, and all of a sudden he was completely immersed in freezing water. He flailed his arms, desperate to drag himself back to the surface, but the backlash was so intense his muscles could barely move. When he finally popped above the surface, he sucked down a gulp of air and clawed around for something, anything that might help him stay afloat. He heard Kaseya shouting his name, but her voice was quickly drowned out by the roar of a wyvern and another deafening explosion…
And then there was only darkness. 
 
***
 
Jorem’s lungs weren’t filled with water when he awoke, nor was he lying in a pool of his own blood. His first assumption was that the girls must have somehow dragged him to safety on the shore, but he didn’t see them lurking around anywhere. He leaned up, intending to call out to them…at which point he belatedly realized he couldn’t move his arms or legs.
 “What the hell…?” he muttered, glancing down. His feet and hands were buried so deeply in the dirt he couldn’t wrench them free no matter how hard he struggled. It was almost like he had fallen into a pit of quicksand that had dried and hardened around his limbs just before it had swallowed him whole. 
Jorem grimaced and looked around for inspiration. He could still hear the waves crashing upon the rocks, but he was about a hundred yards away from the actual shore. The sky was still dark, and a small grove of tall, towering oaks loomed over him. Judging from the long trail of skid marks in the dirt—and the streaks of mud matting his trousers and jacket—someone must have dragged him over here. 
“Shit,” he hissed, glancing around in search of the culprit. He obviously hadn’t been out for long—his arms were still tingling from the Aetheric backlash, and the moon was in roughly the same position in the sky. So where in the hell were the girls? If he had managed to get to dry land, they must have, too. Valuri’s Senosi strength would have given her more than enough endurance to reach the shore, and Kaseya’s raw athleticism would make her a better swimmer than both of them put together…
Closing his eyes, Jorem reached out through the Aether in search of Kaseya. His heart started thumping in his chest when he couldn’t sense anything for almost a whole minute, but then he felt the familiar mental tug of the tan’ratha collar somewhere in the distance. Even without the bond ring, they were connected at a psychic level…and he knew for a fact she was alive, albeit surprisingly far away. She must have drifted a few miles further up the coast somehow. 
“I’m here,” he said, hoping the message would carry through the collar. He could have been imagining it, but he swore he felt the tiniest ripple of acknowledgement…
A twig snapped in the woods nearby, and Jorem’s focus abruptly shifted back to the real world. He didn’t see anyone, but that wasn’t surprising; despite the moonlight, it was still too dark for him to make out much of anything beyond a few feet. He really needed to figure out a way to free himself before he became dinner for some random beast. 
Don’t worry about a beast—worry about whoever dragged you to shore. You should have drowned out there, especially if the girls weren’t around to help. Someone obviously helped you…and then decided to leave you half-buried in the dirt. 
Jorem hissed softly between his teeth and wriggled his arms again. He wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, but he could still tell that this little dirt prison of his obviously wasn’t natural. Someone had woven a spell to hold him in place. But if his suspicions were correct and all the local mages and priests had lost their ability to channel the Aether, then the only option left was another sorcerer. He didn’t find that thought comforting in the slightest.  
At this point, he essentially had two options: he could either try to blast himself free with magic and risk a serious backlash, or he could just sit here and wait for Kaseya. The second option seemed like the safest bet…right up until he saw a pair of yellow, lupine eyes staring at him from the underbrush. 
“Uh, oh…”
A large wolf slinked out of the shadows and into the lone pillar of moonlight filtering through the trees. The beast was as majestic as it was terrifying; its grey-brown fur rippled in the gentle coastal breeze, and its huge white paws were downright adorable…or would have been, if it weren’t eyeing him like he was its next meal. Its hackles rose as a low, deep growl escaped its muzzle…
And then it slowly transformed right before Jorem’s eyes. 
The wolf’s front paws and hind legs morphed into humanoid limbs, and as the creature stood upright its muzzle shrunk into a much smaller nose. Its fur receded into hairless pale flesh except for its head; there it sprouted a straight, shoulder-length mane of dark brown hair which fell loosely across a pair of pointed ears. Soon Jorem found himself staring at a lithe, slender body with a distinctively feminine shape. 
“Holy shit,” he breathed. The whole process had probably only taken a few seconds, but he was so paralyzed with surprise it felt like it could have been an hour before he finally looked upon his jailer’s true form: not a wolf, but a tall, beautiful elven woman. 
Who happened to be completely naked. 
“A thousand years ago, no self-respecting sorcerer would have allowed himself to be captured so easily,” she said as her yellow, bestial eyes slowly dimmed into a natural hazel. Her voice was smooth and cultured, and her accent was unlike any he had ever heard. “How far the people of this land have fallen...”
 Jorem swallowed and tried desperately not to stare. It shouldn’t have been all that difficult, considering he was already surrounded by two gorgeous women on a daily basis, but his eyes simply refused to obey his commands. The wolf woman was as slender as an elf but nearly as buxom as Kaseya and Val, and her movements were so fluid it almost seemed like she was floating atop the ground. When he finally dragged his gaze from her breasts, he belatedly noticed the glimmering silver ring around her ankle. He could feel Aetheric energy coursing through the metal and the tiny emerald gemstone within. 
“I, uh…” he blubbered, finally meeting her eyes. “What?”
Her nose twitched as if she were sniffing the air. “You are a sorcerer, are you not? Yet you were nearly destroyed by the new Conduit and her bound channelers. Considering you already failed to stop her from opening the Velhari, you should have known better than to underestimate her power.”
Jorem blinked again. “I’m sorry, but…what the hell are you talking about?”
Her brow furrowed slightly. “Are you mocking me, or is your ignorance genuine?”
“My ignorance is always genuine,” he muttered, forcing himself to stop staring at her tits. “Ask anyone who knows me.”
The elf studied him in silence for a long moment, clearly confused, before she followed his gaze to her naked body. “Oh!” she gasped, her cheeks flushing redder than a sunset. “Vinyathrim! I forgot…”
She gently tapped her anklet, and a moment later her entire body began to glow as if she had suddenly been enveloped by a beam of pure, iridescent moonlight. The luminous pillar faded almost as quickly as it had appeared, and when Jorem blinked the afterimage from his vision he was shocked—and a little disappointed—to see that the woman was now clothed. 
“I am sorry,” she said, her cheeks still flushed. “I have not spent much time around strangers recently. I have grown accustomed to traveling alone…and without my armor.”
Jorem cocked an eyebrow. “Armor” was not the word he would have chosen to describe her outfit. The grey leather hauberk covering her breasts was little more than an elaborate bandeau, and her diaphanous skirt was so transparent he could see every inch of her long, slender legs. At least her bare stomach was marginally less distracting than her bare breasts had been…
“It’s all right,” Jorem said, clearing his throat. “You, uh…you definitely don’t have to apologize.”
She smiled sheepishly then quickly glanced away. Somehow, her cheeks got even redder than before. Who in the hell was this woman?
“I am surprised you have not liberated yourself,” she said, gesturing to the packed dirt still pinning his arms to the ground. She continued looking down as if she couldn’t bring herself to make eye contact with him again. “A full-blooded sorcerer should have no difficulty mustering enough power to break free.”
“I’m sure I could,” Jorem lied, balling his hands into fists beneath the dirt. No matter how alluring this strange wolf woman might have been—no matter how much he wanted to know more about her—he knew better than to admit his weakness to a total stranger. She didn’t need to know how badly the overchanneling backlash was still neutering him. 
“Then why haven’t you?” she asked.
“Because right now I’m more interested in figuring out why you felt the need to restrain me in the first place,” Jorem said. “You talk like this is some kind of test.”
“I suppose it is, in a way,” she conceded. “I have heard many tales of the sorcerers in this part of the world, but I have yet to meet one in person.”
“Well, I’ve never seen a wolf turn into a naked woman before, so I guess we both learned something new today. If you set me free, I’d be happy to compare notes.”
She frowned as she finally looked at him again. “Notes?”
“Never mind,” Jorem murmured, stretching out and trying to sense Kaseya. He was pretty sure she was getting close…
“You are definitely not what I expected,” the elf whispered, clearly talking as much to herself as to him. 
“I’ll choose to take that as a compliment,” he muttered. “Unless you’re still planning on eating me.”
“Eating you?” she gasped, recoiling. “Why would I wish to do such a thing?”
“I don’t know, maybe you think sorcerers are tasty? Like I said, I’ve never met a shapeshifter before. I have no idea who you are or what you want.”
“Vinyathrim, luvasta amin,” she whispered, her cheeks flushing again. “I am so sorry! It was never my intention to frighten you. I’m making such a fool of myself…I only wanted to understand your abilities.”
“Well, you could have just asked for a demonstration,” Jorem said, struggling in place again. “This bondage stuff is a little advanced for a first date, don’t you think?”
She frowned again. “What?”
“Forget it,” he muttered. “Can you please just free me now?”
“Yes…yes, of course.”
She reached out and began digging through the dirt. He didn’t understand how it was possible, but her fingers slipped through the hard soil as easily as if it had just been tilled. After a few moments the dirt around his arms and legs loosened and crumbled. He easily pulled himself free and brushed the remnants from his jacket and trousers. 
“That’s a neat little trick,” Jorem said, marveling at her spotless hands and fingernails. He couldn’t spot a single speck of dirt clinging to her fair skin. “Though the wolf-to-woman one is pretty hard to beat.”
She studied him again, and this time he found himself drawn to her hazel eyes. She had a tad more white in her sclera than most elves, which made the mix of brown and green that much more striking.  
“Perhaps we should start over with a proper introduction,” she suggested. “My name is Selvhara.”
“Jorem,” he said, rubbing at his arms. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”
She smiled faintly, and he couldn’t help but smile back. She certainly didn’t seem threatening…but that still didn’t explain who she was, why she had pulled him out of the ocean, or how in the hell she could transform into a wolf. 
“I understand now why you couldn’t free yourself,” Selvhara said, gesturing to his arms. “You channeled too much power during your battle with the Conduit’s channelers. The Flensing has crippled you.”
“The what?” Jorem asked. 
“The Flensing,” she said, gesturing to his arms. “Mortal bodies can only endure the Aether’s power for so long. Surely you have learned this lesson already.”
“Too many times,” he murmured. “I’ve just never heard it called that before. But then again, I get the feeling you aren’t from around here.”
“You are correct,” Selvhara said. “I arrived on these shores from Varellon not long ago.”
Jorem whistled softly. “That’s a long way to travel just to drag some stranger onto the beach.”
She smiled again. “That is not why I’m here.”
“I should hope not, but I’m still grateful regardless. All things considered, I’d rather be a prisoner of a beautiful woman than drown any day of the week.”
Her smile widened. “You are a strange man, even for a sorcerer.”
“So I’ve been told,” Jorem said. “Anyway, I’d love to know why you—”
She abruptly froze in place, and the tip of her nose began twitching again. Her sleek elven body was practically hairless, but Jorem swore her skin actually bristled. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
Selvhara braced herself. “We are not alone.”
Jorem glanced back over his shoulder and belatedly remembered that Kaseya was almost upon them. “Oh, damn. I suggest backing away and putting your arms up so she knows you aren’t trying to hurt me.”
Selvhara frowned. “I do not—”
It was too late. Kaseya burst out of the forest like a tigress pouncing on her prey, and before Jorem could stop her she tackled Selvhara to the ground. The elven woman barely put up a struggle; she effectively went limp as the amazon wrapped an arm around her waist and placed a blade at her throat. 
“Don’t hurt her!” Jorem said, throwing up his hands. “She wasn’t doing anything.”
Kaseya pulled the other woman to her knees and snarled into her pointed ears from behind. “Explain yourself!”
“Easy, Red,” Valuri said, casually sauntering out from the shadows. “The girl doesn’t even have a weapon.”
“She was holding Jorem prisoner,” Kaseya said, tightening her grip. “I felt his fear through the tan’ratha.”
“Are you sure it was fear you were sensing?” Valuri asked as she eyed the elven woman up and down. “Shalassa’s tits, I swear you are the only man in the whole bloody multiverse who could go from almost drowning to meeting a half-naked elf in the span of ten minutes.”
“It’s a gift,” Jorem muttered. “What can I say?”
Valuri groaned and shook her head. “So what’s your story, sweetheart? And don’t skimp on the details. You might have noticed that Red here is a little…overprotective.”
“I am not your enemy,” Selvhara insisted. She wasn’t struggling in the slightest.  “I am here to aid you.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered skeptically. She glanced back over her shoulder towards the billowing clouds of smoke rising from Ostvara. “And what, you just so happened to be sitting here on the beach when we washed ashore?”
“I witnessed your battle from a distance,” Selvhara said. “After the wyvern riders destroyed your ship, I swam to search for survivors. I found your comrade clinging to a piece of flotsam and moved him here.”
Valuri’s eyes narrowed. “You dragged a water-logged, fully grown man a hundred yards from the shore all by yourself?”
“I did not drag him—I carried him.”
“Right…” Valuri murmured skeptically. “No offense, honey, but even Red here would struggle to carry this doughy idiot that far on her own.”
The elven woman frowned. “‘Doughy idiot?’”
Jorem sighed and resisted the urge to smack Valuri. “Selvhara here is stronger than she looks.”
“That wouldn’t be difficult,” Valuri said. 
“She’s a werewolf.”
Val and Kaseya both froze in place, and for a moment the only sound in the grove was soft rustling of the leaves in the night breeze. 
“What did you say?” Valuri rasped.
“A few minutes ago she transformed from a wolf into an elf,” Jorem said. “If she has another explanation for how she pulled that off, I’m all ears.”
Selvhara glanced between them. “You are not wrong…but you are not entirely right, either.”
“Well, that cleared everything right up…” Valuri muttered. 
“It is true that I carry the moon-curse, but I am not bound to its call,” Selvhara said. “I am one of the Sarodihm Kalefarr, a keeper of the old ways.”
“A druid,” Kaseya whispered, her eyes narrowing in thought. “The moshalim used to speak of your kind, but they said you all but abandoned this land ages ago.”
“They are largely correct,” Selvhara said. “I have only returned because my circle follows a different path than most.”
Valuri scoffed. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“It is…difficult to explain.”
“Well, I suggest you start,” Valuri said, her fingers twitching over her crossbow. “Red here isn’t known for her patience, especially when someone threatens her Maskari.”
“Maskari?” Selvhara asked. 
“As far as I can tell, it’s basically a bodyguard who fucks you and reads your mind,” Valuri said. “Don’t worry, I think it’s crazy too. But Red takes her job very seriously.”
“You are one of the Tir Halaad,” Selvhara said, craning her neck to look at the woman holding the blade against her throat. “The slaves the ancient elves entrusted to protect the Velhari.”
Jorem cocked an eyebrow and leaned forward. “Wait…you know about that?”
“Of course. The shattering of the last Velhari is the reason I am here on these shores.”
Jorem shared a confused look with Valuri, and Kaseya tightened her grip and pressed the sword even harder against the woman’s throat. “If you do not start making sense quickly, I will paint this dirt red with your blood.”
“Easy,” Jorem said, touching the amazon’s arm and lowering her sword. He didn’t actually think Kaseya would harm an unarmed woman, but also didn’t think they needed to scare Selvhara into helping. She seemed willing enough to cooperate on her own. 
“I apologize—it is not my intention to confuse you,” Selvhara said. “I am merely surprised…but perhaps I shouldn’t be. The Velhari was opened, after all. It only makes sense that one of the Tir Halaad would be involved.”
“More than one, actually,” Jorem said. “Inquisitrix Marcella—this ‘Conduit’ you referred to—is also an amazon from Nol Krovos.”
Selvhara blinked. “Truly? How is that possible?”
“How about we ask the questions first, sweetheart,” Valuri said. “We still don’t know who you are or what the bloody hell you’re doing here.”
The elven woman took a deep breath and nodded. “You are right, of course. As I said, my name is Selvhara. I belong to an organization called the Vin Aetheri.”
“The vin a what now?”
“The Vin Aetheri…” Jorem breathed. “You mean they’re actually real?”
Valuri turned back to glare at him. “You know what she’s babbling about?”
He nodded slowly. “Ostensibly, they’re a group of rebels who help desperate sorcerers flee overseas to Varellon. Folks in the underground used to talk about them all the time back in Vorsalos.”
“It was my job to know every smuggling group in the city. Why haven’t I heard their name before?”
“Because you were literally the enemy and I didn’t completely trust you,” Jorem said. “In the back of my head I always assumed you’d eventually turn me in to the Inquisitrix. I wanted to keep a way out, just in case.”
Valuri scoffed. “I should probably be offended by that.”
“As far as I can tell, you aren’t capable of being offended by anything,” he muttered, 
“That’s not true. If you ever insult my tits I’ll punch you right in the damn cock.”
Jorem rolled his eyes and glanced back at Selvhara. “Anyway, I never actually encountered any real Vin Aetheri. I eventually assumed they were just a myth.”
“We are small in number, but recent events have driven us here,” the elf said. “I was sent to investigate the situation and gather as much intelligence as I could.”
“To what end?” 
“To see if the prophecy had come true.”
“Prophecy?” Kaseya whispered. “What prophecy?”
“The Shattering,” Selvhara said as if it were obvious. “Our seers have long predicted that the destruction of the last Velhari would signify the start of a new age—an age where sorcerers once again rule.” She turned to face Jorem. “An age where their draconic heritage will finally be unleashed.”
Jorem’s breath caught in his throat, and he saw his surprise reflected in the faces of the girls. The last words of the Avetharri crystal looped through his head: marhaak kûl drakatharri.
Unleash the Dragon. 
“All right,” Valuri whispered. “I’m officially a little creeped out…”
Selvhara glanced between them and shook her head. “I do not understand.”
“The crystal,” Kaseya said. “It said—”
“I know,” Jorem whispered. “And we really need to figure out a way to translate the rest.” He glanced down at the elven woman kneeling in front of them and took a deep breath. “You’re an elf from Varellon. You wouldn’t happen to speak ancient Avetharri, would you?”
“Some,” Selvhara said. “Why do you ask?”
“Because I think you just got hired for a job, sweetheart,” Valuri said, crossing her arms. “It doesn’t pay well, and everyone from here to Highwind will probably try to kill you…but you don’t look like you’re particularly busy right now.”
“There are some phrases I’d love for you to translate, if you don’t mind,” Jorem said, smacking the Huntress on the shoulder. “And considering you saved my life, I figure I owe you a drink or two anyway.”
“You don’t owe me anything,” Selvhara said, shaking her head. “You are a sorcerer—it is your destiny to rule.”
Valuri cocked her head to the side. “Wait, what?”
“The Vin Aetheri don’t just smuggle sorcerers out of danger,” Jorem said, thinking back to all the rumors he had heard as a young man in Vorsalos. “Their philosophy is similar to the ancient elves. They believe the Aether is divine…and that those who carry it in their blood have been ‘chosen’ for a greater purpose.”
“You have got to be kidding me…” Valuri muttered. 
“Jorem and those like him are the rightful rulers of this world,” Selvhara said matter-of-factly. “And I am eager and ready to serve.”
Valuri slouched in disbelief. “This is a joke, right? You two must have come up with this while Red and I were sprinting across the beach.”
“No,” Selvhara said, smiling and sinking all the way back on her haunches. “I have been sent here to help the sorcerer in his battle against the new Conduit…in any way I can.”
“Unbelievable,” Valuri breathed. “Absolutely unbelievable. How many women are you going to meet that instantly want to get on their knees and worship you?”
“No one needs to worship me,” Jorem said, throwing up his hands. “And I am not the rightful ruler of anything, trust me.”
“Your blood is divine,” Selvhara said. “Your sovereignty has been ordained.”
Valuri smacked her palm against her forehead. “This can’t be real. This can’t be happening…”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here,” Jorem said, glancing back over his shoulder. “This really isn’t the best place for a discussion on theology and linguistics. We should try to get some more distance between us and the city. It’s only a matter of time before the rest of the wyverns start combing this area for survivors.”
“There is another isolated grove several miles down the road,” Selvhara said. “I would be happy to show you the way.”
“I’m not going anywhere with some random werewolf who’s crazy enough to think you are a god,” Valuri protested. “This is madness!”
“Jorem is right,” Kaseya said as she squinted back at the city. “We cannot afford to linger.”
“Fine, then let’s chuck this lunatic into the sea and be done with it.”
Jorem sighed and offered Selvhara his hand to help her up. “You’ll have to ignore Valuri here. She gets jealous easily.”
The druid popped back to her feet so easily it felt like he was lifting a feather. “I can hardly blame you for being suspicious,” she said. “There is much you do not know.”
“And plenty we probably don’t want to know,” Valuri grumbled, crossing her arms. “This is such a bad idea…”
“Go ahead, lead on,” Jorem said, gesturing deeper into the forest. “We’ll be right behind you.”
 
***
 
The sorcerer and his consorts kept their distance, but Selvhara had no trouble hearing the Senosi Huntress pleading her case with the others. She and the amazon were far more suspicious than the sorcerer himself, but that was to be expected. Those born with the dragon blood were arrogant by their very nature.
Once Selvhara had drifted far enough ahead, she leaned down over a crystal clear pool at the side of the road. The water rippled softly beneath her fingertips, and a few moments later her reflection was replaced by a broad, youthful human face with glimmering golden eyes. 
“You have made contact?”
“Yes, my lord,” she said. “The sorcerer arrived on the mainland just as you foresaw.”
“And you have ingratiated yourself to him?”
“I have done my best to convince him that I represent the Vin Aetheri. He is clearly…intrigued.”
“Good. What of his companions?”
“The amazon is much as you described, my lord, and I do not believe she will be a problem. But he also travels with a former servant of the new Conduit. My magic will not be able to affect her.”
The reflection’s golden eyes flickered ever so slightly. “Then you will need to be clever, my child. Do whatever is necessary to pacify her while you train the dragon.”
Selvhara nodded and glanced back over her shoulder as the voices grew louder. “I will not fail you, my lord,” she said. “But I do wonder…even if this sorcerer does not possess the dragon blood, he could still be useful to us as—”
“Until my strength is renewed, only a dragon can destroy the Conduit,” the reflection said. “You know this. If the sorcerer cannot master this power, he is of no use to us.”
“But surely even a normal sorcerer could help…with…”
Selvhara reflexively clutched at her throat when she realized she could no longer speak—or breathe. Her lungs were working just fine; the problem was that the air surrounding her had simply vanished. The world was even more silent than if she had suddenly been dragged to the bottom of the sea, and she could feel her life slipping away…
“You know better than to question me, child.”
The air returned in a rush, and Selvhara collapsed forward and splashed her hand in the pool. The ripples distorted the reflection until it was completely unrecognizable…except for the glimmering golden eyes. 
“I apologize, my lord,” she gasped. “I meant no offense.”
“You have your orders, Sarodihm,” the reflection said, his voice dripping with contempt. “Befriend the sorcerer. Teach him to unlock his power. And if he is not the one we need, destroy him and move on.”
Selvhara nodded as she continued struggling for breath. “I understand, my lord. I only fear that he may become too powerful to control.” 
“Once the Conduit has been destroyed and I have reclaimed her stolen Godsoul, I will have more than enough strength to eradicate the dragon and all his wretched kin myself. The blood that was stolen shall finally be returned…and the world will once again know the glory and order of my rule.”
“All hail the true god, the one god, the only god,” Selvhara said. “My lord Dathiel.”
 



4
Prey
 
“If you don’t stop squirming, I’ll break your arms and put out your eyes!” the bearded Vorsalosian soldier spat. “I doubt that pretty elf slut of yours will waste her time on a blind cripple.”
Knight-Captain Julian Cassel ignored the threat and tried yet again to elbow his captor in the face. If he’d still had his sword, he could have taken on this idiot and every single one of his goons; if he’d still had his magic, he could have taken on the whole damn camp of these bloody fools. But at the moment he didn’t have either, and even as his elbow shattered the man’s nose, Cassel knew he was no closer to escape.  
“Arrg!” the soldier cried out as he stumbled against the wall, blood hemorrhaging from between his fingers. His comrades charged in, and before Cassel could brace himself a fist pounded into his face and a leg smashed into his gut. The paladin crumpled to the floor of the dark cavern, wondering what in the name of the gods he had done to deserve this. 
He wasn’t precisely sure how much time had passed since he and Serrane had been ambushed at Hastien’s Fall, but he had obviously been unconscious long enough for the Vorsalosian soldiers to strip off his armor and drag him into these caves somewhere off the road. Cassel had flit in and out of consciousness, and his only real memories of the trip were the intermittent spikes of pain every time he tried to cast a spell. He didn’t understand why or how, but it was as if the Aether itself had somehow been poisoned. 
“Gut him!” another of the soldiers yelled as a spear suddenly appeared at Cassel’s throat. “Bleed him like a stuck pig!”
The paladin grit his teeth and glanced about the cavern. If he could somehow just slip past them and get to Serrane, maybe they would still have a chance…
“Strike him again and I will carve off your cock and toss it in the fire,” a low, menacing female voice said from the shadows behind them. “The Conduit does not wish him harmed in any way. Is that understood?”
Cassel spit a wad of blood from his mouth and squinted into the darkness. A short, slender woman was standing behind the soldiers, her hands planted on her hips and her eyes focused on the battered knight. If he hadn’t known any better, he would have assumed the soldiers would laugh in her face; most of them were twice her size, and they were wearing heavy scale armor and carrying weapons most women would struggle to lift, let along swing properly. 
But Cassel did know better, and he recognized a Senosi Huntress when he saw one. The soldiers looked upon her with dread, not scorn, and several of them even cupped their hands over the codpieces as they cleared a path for her. 
“Chain him,” she ordered. “Now.”
The soldiers didn’t hesitate; they reached down, grabbed Cassel, and did their best to hold him still while they bound his limbs. The paladin fought back as best he could, head-butting one of the men and punching another. But eventually the soldiers overwhelmed him with sheer numbers, and they promptly chained his hands above his head and hoisted him up off the ground. The Huntress stood there silently the entire time, grinning in amusement. 
“Now leave,” she said once Cassel was secured. “I will handle the initial interrogation myself.”
The men practically sprinted out of the room, and the instant they were gone the Huntress sauntered forward and eyed Cassel from head to toe. 
“And here I was worried that the Shattering might break your spirit,” she said in a dark, husky voice that seemed entirely inappropriate for such a young woman. “Somehow I doubt that the rest of your order is handling their new impotence with such…vigor.”
“If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with,” Cassel spat.
The Huntress cocked a black eyebrow. “Kill you? If I had wanted you dead I wouldn’t have bothered bringing you here.”
He spit a wad of blood at her. It struck her in the cheek, but she didn’t lash out and strike him. Instead she calmly gathered a drop onto her finger and rolled it over her tongue. 
“A part of me wishes you were a sorcerer and not a broken knight,” she said. “You are an excellent specimen.”
Before Cassel could snap back, her hand abruptly clamped over his cock. He yelped in anticipation when a set of long, horrifying claws sprang forth from her leather gauntlet, but she didn’t stab him—at least, not directly. Her blades made quick, surgical work of his trousers, and she sheathed them a split second before her fingers cradled his cock. 
“Oh, yes,” she said, gently stroking him. “If only you had the gift…I could feed off your magic for weeks without getting bored.”
“You crazy bitch,” Cassel snarled. 
“Brave words for a man with a blade at his cock,” the Huntress said, a dark smile playing at her lips. The claws on her other hand suddenly extended, and he bit down on his lip and braced himself for the worst. 
“Whatever you think you’re going to accomplish, it won’t work,” he insisted. 
“The defiant words of an ignorant fool. Still, I do appreciate your resolve. This wouldn’t be nearly as much fun if you didn’t fight back.”
Cassel’s cheek twitched when the blade pricked his shaft. He had never actually met a Senosi in person before, but the rumors of their cruelty and depravity had spread all across the Northern Reaches. They brutalized sorcerers for sport—especially male ones—and for an instant he was almost happy the Aether was no longer coursing through him. 
“You can torture me all you want,” he said. “I won’t tell you anything about Highwind’s defenses.”
The Huntress snorted and laughed. “Oh, you paladins really are as amusing as I’d hoped. My dear, Highwind doesn’t have any defenses, not anymore. There is nothing you could possibly tell me that I don’t already know.”
Cassel’s bitter glare slowly melted into a frown. The safest assumption here was that every word out of her mouth was a lie. Nevertheless, her calm self-assuredness was getting more unnerving by the second. He had been interrogated before—all Knights of the Silver Fist had to endure a trial of pain as part of their initial ritual—but somehow this five-and-a-half-foot tall woman was far more intimidating than a three-hundred pound orc berserker. 
Probably because the thought of having a blade at his throat was less threatening than having a blade at his cock. 
“Oh, to be cursed with such ignorance,” she said, patting his cheek. “You’re fortunate my mistress won’t hold it against you. She is a strong believer in second chances.”
The Huntress chuckled again as she gently dragged her fingers down his neck to his breastplate. “My name is Lasille, by the way, and if I’m not mistaken you are Knight-Captain Julian Cassel, one of the Silver Fist’s most promising young officers. You have quite the reputation as a charmer. You bedded one of my Senosi sisters several months back; she was disguised as some minor noblemen’s daughter, I believe. She said you have very, very skilled hands…and I can see she was right about your other assets as well.”
Cassel grit his teeth when she began stroking him again. “What do you want? If it’s…argh!”
He screamed when a fresh spike of pain suddenly jabbed through his chest. He winced and glanced down, assuming she had stabbed him…but he didn’t see any visible wounds.
“My poor, poor little knight,” Lasille said, shaking her head. “The Conduit told me that all the broken channelers would suffer without the Aether’s touch. I wish I could spare you the unpleasantness.”
He tried and failed to swallow. The pain moved from his chest to his arms and back. “What…” he gasped. “What the hell did you do to me?” 
“I didn’t do anything, my poor boy,” the Huntress assured him. “I’m afraid it’s far more complicated than that. You see, the impotent vestiges you worship as gods have finally been exposed as the frauds they are.”
Cassel stared hard into her brown eyes, trying in vain to read her face. She looked like she believed every word she said, for what little that was worth. Cultists always believed their fanatical nonsense, but that didn’t mean it was true. 
“The Avetharri elves once had a word for the pain you are feeling: the Vastien Glamor,” Lasille said. “This ‘Wasting Echo’ is a rotting curse that afflicts those whose bodies have grown dependent upon the Aether. Without its power, you will slowly succumb to madness…and eventually death.”
Cassel swallowed heavily as he balled his hands into fists. The worst of the pain was already starting to fade, but only because it seemed to be dispersing itself throughout his whole body. After a few more seconds even his toes began to ache. 
“In ancient times, the Wasting Echo was once as common as the Red Fever,” Lasille told him. “The gods of the old world would grant their followers the ability to channel the Aether, but they could strip away that power in a heartbeat from those who misbehaved. Those who did not repent were doomed to rot from the inside, plagued by the withering absence of a power they could no longer wield.”
He shook his head. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
Lasille stared right at him, her brown eyes glittering. “We stand on the precipice of a new age, my beautiful knight. The rules of the world have changed. Thanks to my mistress, the Aether is no longer a public well from which the weak and unworthy might drink. Soon there shall only be one righteous path to power.”
She smiled and touched his cheek again. “Fortunately for you, my mistress is willing to offer you salvation in a way that the false gods like your Escar never could. Once my men deliver you to Vorsalos, the Inquisitrix will give you the chance to kneel at her feet and beg for redemption. Pledge yourself to her, and she will gladly cure your affliction. The Aether will flow through your body once again, and she will grant you powers unlike any paladin has wielded in an age…”
Cassel snorted. “Everyone always said the Senosi were insane. I guess the rumors were right for once.”
Lasille’s face didn’t even twitch. “I admire your defiance. You obviously possess great strength. Sadly, I doubt that many of your decadent brethren will demonstrate the same resolve.”
“You’re delusional,” Cassel rasped. “This is some kind of tri…aargh!”
The spike of pain was even worse than before, and this time he couldn’t even manage to breathe until it passed. Lasille stared at him the whole time, her hand clutching his arm as if to help steady him. 
“I wish I could help,” she said in a remarkable approximation of genuine sincerity. “But I’m afraid there’s no poultice to mend this wound. Submission is your only salvation.”
Cassel wanted to growl at her again, but he could no longer muster the strength. The pain had dulled into an all-encompassing ache as if his joints and muscles had suddenly aged fifty years beyond the rest of his body. 
“Once we have completed our mission here, I will order my men to take you to Vorsalos as quickly as possible,” Lasille told him. “You will have the honor of becoming one of the very first Knights of the Crimson Flame. Through your righteous light this world shall finally be cleansed of its corruption.”
Cassel forced himself to breathe slowly through his clenched teeth. “Serrane will hunt you down,” he rasped. “None of your men will make it back to Vorsalos alive.”
The Huntress patted his cheek again. “Your lovely elf friend is already here with us. I’m afraid she will be far too busy entertaining me to help you.”
Snarling, he summoned the last of his strength and tried to smash her nose with his forehead, but she effortlessly sidestepped the blow and shook her head. 
“Rest now, my poor, broken knight,” Lasille said. “We will speak again soon.”
After eyeing his cock one last time, she turned and left the room. Cassel glared into the darkness for what felt like an age before he swore under his breath and tried to wrench his arms free. But without his magic, the chains were unbreakable. 
“The Senosi speaks the truth. The Wasting Echo will destroy you.”
Cassel’s head whipped around in search of the speaker. He couldn’t see anyone in the darkness beyond the torchlight, but the soft female voice had come from somewhere in the shadows of the cave…
“According to legend, the Echo can eat away at its victims for months or even years before it finally kills them,” the voice went on. “But it does not always take that long. When the Senosi raided our temple and destroyed the Mother Shrine, my sisters wilted away very quickly. After just a few short days, I was the only one left.”
Cassel heard the soft scraping of chains on stone, and a moment later he could finally make out the faint, shadowy silhouette of a woman at the fringes of the torchlight. Her chains rattled again as she struggled to move closer, but he couldn’t discern much more than a sliver of pale white skin and a few strands of orange-red hair. 
“Who are you?” he asked. 
“My name is Tahira,” she replied. “The Huntress and her men have kept me here for several days now. They refused to take me back to their mistress until they captured you and your elven general. Now I suppose it is only a matter of time.”
Cassel grimaced. “So they were waiting for us…”
“Yes. It was all the Huntress could speak about for days. She was incredibly eager to feed upon a trueborn elven sorceress.”
He closed his eyes and bit down on his lip. He and Serrane hadn’t exactly been secretive about their movements, but it was still disconcerting to realize just how much of an advantage their enemies apparently had over them. Highwind hadn’t been prepared for the Roskarim invasion in the north, and it definitely wasn’t prepared for another war with Vorsalos…especially if what Huntress Lasille had said about the Silver Fist was true. 
You can’t trust a Senosi, and you shouldn’t trust some random prisoner, either. For all you know this woman is working with them. They could have left her here to try and get into your head.
“I am sorry to bear you such ill news,” Tahira said after a moment. “If circumstances were different, I would take you to our mountain temple. My sisters would have gladly eased your pain.”
Cassel frowned. Something seemed oddly familiar about a temple in the mountains, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it…
“Well, I’m sorry to hear about your sisters,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I take it you are some kind of priestess?”
“I would have been if I’d had time to complete my studies. But now…now that will never be possible. Everything my sisters worked to accomplish was destroyed in a matter of minutes.”
She genuinely sounded like she was on the verge of a total breakdown, but he didn’t trust his instincts without being able to see her face or read her body language.  
“I’m sorry,” Cassel said again. “The Senosi are brutal, they seem to hate priests almost as much as they hate sorcerers.”
“They despise magic of all kinds, and now they have found a way to attack its very source. I do not understand how this is possible…or why the Goddess would allow her own followers to be slaughtered.”
He grunted and started nodding before he caught himself. So this was their trick—they must have stuck her here to try and preemptively undermine his faith before they dragged him off to the Inquisitrix. The only question was whether he wanted to play along and potentially learn something. 
“I’ve often asked myself the same question about Escar,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “That Huntress called the gods ‘impotent vestiges.’ She certainly doesn’t seem to fear their divine wrath for her sacrilege.”
“Why should she?” Tahira whispered. “If the gods refuse to protect their most loyal servants, what use are they?”
Cassel grunted softly. Yes, this was definitely the strategy they were using. He was more convinced than ever that this woman was a plant. Still, there had to be some way he could turn this trap around. Maybe if he played along they would let down their guard and give him a chance to escape…
“You’ve obviously been here longer than I have,” he said, twisting his arms in a vain effort to keep them from aching so badly. “Do you believe this prattle about the Inquisitrix granting people power?”
“I do not know,” Tahira said. “The Senosi did not require magic to destroy our temple. Our spells were useless against them…they fed upon our energy and became even stronger.”
Cassel frowned. Whatever else this woman might have been, she was an incredible actress. She sounded so completely, thoroughly defeated he instantly wanted to try and help her. 
“If your temple was in the mountains, I assume you were a priestess of Shalassa,” he said. “The ones in Highwind are always kind and gentle, but I know they also wield great power—”
“We do not worship your goddess of the wilds,” Tahira said. “Nor do we worship your god of protection and valor.”
He tilted his head in confusion. “Then who—?”
The truth struck him the instant the question escaped his lips. Strange priestesses in the mountains, weird talk about sisters and Mother Shrines, the lock of red hair dangling at the edge of the torchlight…
“You’re an Eternal Priestess,” he rasped. “Oh, for the love of…”
Cassel closed his eyes and hissed between his teeth. The Northern Reaches had always been filled with a diaspora of crazy sects and cults, probably thanks to the inherently chaotic nature of its independent city-states, but the Eternal Priestesses were particularly notorious among the Knights of the Silver Fist. Ever since he’d become a squire Cassel had been told numerous stories of the “red-haired sirens” who would seduce men from the city, lure them into the mountains, and siphon away their vitality. Just last year Knight-Captain Dravis had saved one of the strange women from an orcish warband only to be rewarded with a horrid curse that left him impotent for months.
The healers in Highwind had eventually found a cure, but Dravis had never quite been the same. He warned every knight who joined the order about the Eternal Coven, though Cassel had always secretly wondered if Dravis—a legendary blowhard and womanizer—had made up the whole thing. 
Evidently not. 
“It figures,” Cassel muttered, struggling against his restraints. “I get captured by one set of fanatics and thrown in a cell with another.”
“We are not fanatics!” Tahira protested. “We merely wish to return the light of the Eternal Goddess to a bleak and dreary world.”
“You’re right—that definitely doesn’t sound fanatical at all.”
Her chains rattled again, and she slumped away until her red hair faded into the darkness. “Well, you do not need to worry,” she whispered. “My sisters are all dead, and I will surely join them soon.”
Cassel winced. Her voice was as fragile as a dying woman. He reminded himself yet again that this still could have been a trick…but he couldn’t figure out what it would possibly gain her. Whatever else he might have been, he was a paladin. He didn’t relish in anyone’s suffering, even crazy cultists.
“Look, I’m sorry…about everything,” he said. “But I’m not just going to sit here and wait for them to drag us back to Vorsalos.”
“You don’t have a choice,” Tahira said. “The Wasting Echo will cripple you…and soon enough you will be forced to beg their mistress for relief.”
“Not bloody likely,” Cassel grumbled. 
“If the Huntress is right and their Inquisitrix has ascended to a Conduit, she may be the only cure for the Echo.”
“I refuse to believe that. For one, it’s crazy. I don’t care how powerful the Inquisitrix and her Senosi think they are. No one could unravel the power of the gods.” Cassel shook his head. “This is all some kind of trick.”
Tahira slumped back against the wall. “I wish that were true, Sir Knight. But you did not see them in our temple. You did not see how easily they overpowered us…”
He turned and studied her silhouette again, still wishing he could see her face. “The Senosi get their power from the vatari crystal dust tattooed into their flesh,” he said. “They absorb magic and feed off its energy. Perhaps they found a way to broaden this ritual somehow. Who knows, maybe there are vatari crystal deposits scattered throughout this cave.”
“No. Somehow their mistress has destroyed the Divine Well and absorbed its power. My sisters saw warnings in a vision months ago, but they refused to leave our temple before the Mother Shrine gave birth.”
Cassel frowned. “You realize how insane that sounds, don’t you? How in the bloody hell can a shrine give birth?”
Tahira sighed softly. “I should not expect you to understand.”
“Probably not, but we seem to have the time,” he muttered. 
She remained silent for a long moment, and he wondered if he had inadvertently shut her down for good. He probably shouldn’t have cared—she was an insane cultist, after all—but listening to her voice was still better than the silence of the cave and the pain of this so-called “Echo.”
“The last remnants of the Eternal Goddess lived within the Mother Shrine,” Tahira said. “Like all of the ancient gods, her power has waned over the ages. The purpose of our order is to revive her…and my sisters believed we were finally getting close to accomplishing our goal.”
“How do you know that, exactly?” Cassel asked. 
“It is…difficult to explain to an outsider. Once, many ages ago, the Eternal Goddess aided women of all races who wished to become mothers. To revive her, our coven sought out the most powerful, virile males across the world and harvested their seed.”
Cassel resisted the urge to snort, though if his hands had been free he would have undoubtedly smacked his forehead. This more or less aligned with what Captain Dravis had told him, though it seemed even more insane to hear it in person. 
“Once my sisters were properly inseminated, they would return to the Mother Shrine so that she might bless their offspring,” Tahira went on, apparently oblivious to how crazy she sounded. “Their destiny—our destiny—was to give birth to a new generation of daughters, each stronger than the last, in the hopes that one day we would finally give birth to the reincarnated goddess herself.”
“I see,” he whispered.
Tahira sighed. “I realize this must sound foolish to an outsider. Perhaps we were misguided. Perhaps the goddess never intended to return…or perhaps she never existed in the first place.”
Cassel’s cheek twitched. Cultist or not, it was never easy to watch someone’s faith shatter in real time. And all things considered, their coven was ultimately a lot more benign than most fanatics he had dealt with. At least they never killed anyone.
“Why did the Senosi spare you and not the others?” he asked as gently as he could. 
“The Huntress said they wanted one survivor to bring back to their mistress as a prize,” Tahira said. “I do not know why they chose me.”
Cassel bit down on his lip. “Well, for whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it. “And by Escar, I promise you right now that I’ll make them pay for what they’ve done.”
The red lock of hair dangling in the light fluttered as her silhouette turned to face him again. “You truly believe that?”
“Of course. I’m a paladin, remember?”
“Then your faith is stronger than mine,” she murmured. “And I would be more worried about your elf friend, if I were you.”
Cassel swallowed heavily. “If Serrane really is here, she can take care of herself. I wouldn’t be surprised if she shows up to rescue us soon.”
“She is a sorceress. She is no match for a Senosi.”
“You don’t know her the way I do.”
“Perhaps not,” Tahira murmured as she shifted back into the shadows. “But from what I have seen, this Huntress never fails to capture her prey.”
 
***
 
Serrane remained still and silent for several minutes after her eyes fluttered back open. At first, she feared she was trapped in some kind of poison-induced hallucination. The last thing she remembered was the Senosi Huntress forcing some kind of toxin down her throat; she could still feel it pumping through her veins, clouding her thoughts and weighing down her limbs. But then her ranger training kicked in, and she forced herself to breathe, focus, and cast a simple cleansing spell. The warmth of the Aether flowed through her, washing away the last traces of the venom and restoring her strength. 
“Le’thos,” she breathed, sitting up and trying her best to endure the inevitable wave of dizziness. Judging from the rough, rocky walls surrounding her, she had obviously been dragged into some kind of cavern. The only source of light was a single sconce-mounted torch some fifty feet away, though Serrane’s eyes quickly adapted to the dark. She was lying atop a surprisingly elaborate straw bed covered with soft fur, and amazingly her arms and legs weren’t even bound. 
Frowning in confusion, she glanced around and studied the rest of her surroundings. This little cubby looked more like a camp than a prison. It had everything: a table, rations, casks of ale…there was even a thin stream rushing through a crevice behind her. The Huntress and her goons could have been living comfortably in here for some time. So why had they attacked Hastien’s Fall now? Had they been waiting for Serrane to return to Highwind? Or did this have something to do with Cassel?
Cassel…
Serrane grimaced. If Julian wasn’t here, where had the Vorsalosians taken him? The Huntress had said something about him losing his paladin abilities, but that didn’t make any sense. Even Senosi couldn’t outright steal someone’s magic…could they?
“Where are you, Julian?” Serrane whispered, balling her hand into a fist. The Huntress had insisted that he wouldn’t be harmed, for whatever that was worth. Assuming that murderous bitch had been telling the truth, Julian was probably a prisoner somewhere nearby, perhaps in a different section of the cave. Serrane could hear the faint sound of voices deeper down the passages…
Steeling herself, she rolled off the straw bed and dropped into a combat-ready crouch. She had been stripped of her weapons and gear but not her armor, which begged the question of whether her captors were incompetent or merely sloppy. Either way, she planned to make them regret it. 
Serrane dashed across the room and flattened herself against the far wall so she could peer down the passageway. The light was so dim that even her eyes were having trouble adjusting, but she didn’t see anything or anyone. Grabbing the sharpest rock she could find, she tiptoed into the passage towards the voices…
At which point a dark, shadowy figure whipped around the corner and kicked her right in the chest. She skidded across the floor as the air was violently sucked out of her lungs. By the time she recovered, the now-familiar leather-clad figure of the Senosi Huntress sauntered into the chamber. 
“I admit, I was seriously tempted to leave a few of my men in here just to see how easily you could overpower them,” she said, the same infuriatingly smug smirk on her lips as before. “But to be honest I didn’t trust them to keep their hands to themselves. I want you feisty and…unspoiled.”
Serrane hopped back to her feet even as she struggled for breath. “The Silver Fist…will march an army out here…if I don’t return to the city soon…”
The Huntress snorted derisively. “My dear, there is no more Silver Fist. I doubt there’s much of a Duskwatch left, either, and whatever scraps remain of the Highwind Guard will be too busy trying to keep your precious city from descending into chaos.”
Serrane frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“I should let your knight friend explain it to you. He’s coping remarkably well…at least for the moment. But sooner or later the Wasting Echo will become unbearable, and he won’t be able to sate his hunger as easily as my sisters and I. He will have to beg my mistress for a spark of her power…and if she refuses, he will die.” The Huntress crept forward another step. “I certainly hope he comes to his senses before then. He really is quite handsome.”
“I don’t have time for this nonsense,” Serrane said. “If you let us go right now, I might be kind enough to let you live.”
The other woman smiled. “You care for him, don’t you? How interesting! The Silver Fist knights have quite the reputation as charmers, but I admit I’m a little surprised that a pureblood highborn like yourself would sully yourself with a human. Still, I suppose his cock was impressive enough…perhaps I’ll try it out myself later.”
Serrane clenched her teeth and continued searching the chamber. Short of snapping off a table leg, she didn’t see anything she could realistically use as a weapon…
“I should have left your swords on the bed for you,” the Huntress said. “I enjoyed watching you fight on the tower. So fluid, so graceful…nothing at all like the brutes I’m forced to work with. You’ve no idea how much I’ve longed for another woman’s touch out here.”
“Then I’ll happily accommodate you,” Serrane snarled as she lunged forward again. She knew she couldn’t overpower her opponent, but then again she rarely assumed she could overpower anyone. She struck swiftly and sharply as she fought for position rather than victory, and her kicks drove the Huntress backwards and eventually set up a wild leg sweep. The instant the other woman hit the floor, Serrane sprinted for the cavern exit…and gasped in shock when the Huntress somehow slammed into her side and knocked her off-balance. The ranger stumbled into the cavern wall, and before she realized what was happening her arms were pinned above her head. 
“That’s it, struggle for me!” the Huntress said, nibbling excitedly at her lip. “Surely you can do better…”
Snarling, Serrane swung her legs back and jabbed both her knees into the other woman’s gut. The Huntress yelped and stumbled, and her grip faltered just long enough for the elf to wriggle free. This time, Serrane dashed towards the rushing stream in the opposite corner of the cavern. She obviously had no chance of escaping through the corridors, but perhaps the current would take her directly outside…
She was two steps from diving into the water when the Huntress pounced atop her from behind and tackled her flat against the stone. Serrane screamed and tried to wriggle free even though she knew it was hopeless. The Senosi really was as fast and strong as a real vampire. 
“Good girl,” the Huntress breathed into her ear. “I haven’t had this much fun in months…”
“You sick, twisted bitch!” Serrane spat. 
“Oh, come now, that’s no way to speak of your new mistress. My name is Lasille…and from now on, yours will be Cunt.”
Lasille grabbed the elf’s wrists and wrenched them behind her back. With her superhuman strength, she effortlessly held both arms together with her left hand while her right unfastened her belt. She yanked the strap free and tied it around Serrane’s wrists, locking them in place before she hoisted the ranger back to her feet and hauled her towards the bed. 
“Release me!” Serrane snarled again. “I will not—erf!”
The Huntress hurled her face-down upon the straw mattress. Serrane immediately rolled herself over, but before she could move any further Lasille lunged on top of her and straddled her waist. 
“So beautiful…” the Huntress cooed, gently dragging the tip of her gloved finger over the ranger’s hardened leather breastplate and down her bare midriff. 
Serrane grimaced. “You bitch! I swear I will—”
Lasille clamped a hand over the elf’s mouth. “As much as I love the sound of your voice, my dear, you need to learn your place. I don’t allow my pets to speak unless spoken to first.”
She grinned devilishly as she stretched her other hand towards the stand at the side of the bed. She opened a small rectangular chest, and when her hand reappeared it was clutching a thick phallic gag.
“I’ve had this for years, but I never imagined I’d have a chance to use it upon a mouth as lovely as yours,” Lasille said. “Now be a good girl and open wide for me, would you?”
“Jukatta le!” Serrane spat. When she tried to bite the other woman’s fingers, the Huntress unsheathed the wickedly-sharp tiger claws from within her glove and pressed them against the elf’s throat. 
“I am more than willing to feed from your sweet elven blood if I must,” Lasille said. “But I would much prefer to keep this civil. There’s no reason we can’t both enjoy ourselves here.”
Serrane felt the claws prick into her throat, and she grit her teeth and held herself still as the Huntress placed the phallus at her lips. It was even longer and thicker than Julian’s… 
“Oh, don’t look so intimidated,” Lasille scolded. “I saw your knight friend’s cock, and I’ve no doubt you’ve swallowed it many, many times. This should be no trouble for you. Now…open up.”
Choking down her rage, Serrane slowly and reluctantly parted her lips. The Huntress gently pushed the phallus through her teeth, over her tongue, and down her throat. 
“There you go,” Lasille said, another wicked grin on her lips. “That’s a good girl, take it all…I know you love it.”
Serrane wanted to struggle. She wanted to fight. She wanted to knee the Huntress right in her wicked cunt and throw her off the bed. But at this point, the ranger knew she was beaten…at least for now. Her best bet—her only bet—was to lull this bitch into a false sense of security and strike when an opportunity finally presented itself. 
Or hope that Julian recovers from whatever happened to him at Hastien’s Fall…
“I knew you could do it,” Lasille said once the phallus was lodged all the way down Serrane’s throat. “You highborn always act so proper, but everyone knows you’re the biggest sluts in Torsia. It would take hours for me to tell you all the stories I’ve heard about Headmistress Telanya in Highwind…”
The Huntress giggled as she leaned back and sheathed her claws. After removing her right gauntlet, she returned her fingertips to Serrane’s belly and delicately dragged them across the elf’s taut, pale skin. 
“I wonder how many men you’ve driven mad with lust,” Lasille said, her brown eyes dilating like a cat preparing to assault its prey. “Or women, for that matter…”
Her fingers drifted to the straps of Serrane’s breastplate, and she began to unfasten them slowly, delicately, as if she were unwrapping a priceless but fragile present. She couldn’t outright remove the armor with the ranger’s arms tied behind her back, at least not without destroying it…and so ultimately, that’s exactly what she did. She slashed apart the leather with her remaining claw then tossed the scraps aside. Serrane’s underclothes followed a few heartbeats later. 
“Such a bounty…” Lasille breathed as she leaned down far enough to kiss one of Serrane’s nipples. “It’s almost enough to make me believe in the gods. What else could create something so perfect?”
Serrane closed her eyes and tried to swallow despite the phallus lodged in her throat. Her rage was every bit as hot and pure as a few minutes ago, but at the moment most of it was directed at her own body. Her skin shivered with delight at the other woman’s touch, and she felt the first genuine tingles of arousal in her quim. 
What the fuck is wrong with me?
Her thoughts flashed back to last year when she had first watched her best friend, Aluriel, begging a man to tie her up and fuck her face. Serrane had found the whole thing disgusting and degrading…or at least, that was what she had told herself. But her body had betrayed her then, too, and she had spent the whole night trying—and failing—to extinguish the fire in her quim. 
Snarling into the gag, Serrane bucked her hips and wriggled, but it only made Lasille suckle her nipples even harder. The Huntress removed her other gauntlet and slowly pawed her way down the elf’s stomach to her belt. 
“There’s no point in fighting it now,” Lasille taunted. “I knew you were a slut the first moment I laid eyes upon you…”
Serrane wriggled her legs, but the Huntress’s thighs were like an iron vice holding them in place. Unfettered, Lasille’s fingers expertly unfastened the belt and slid closer and closer to the ranger’s quim. 
“I’ll tell you what, General,” Lasille said, lowering her head until she could kiss Serrane’s belly. “If you’re dry when I touch you, I’ll let you go right here and now. You can even take that knight of yours with you.” She grinned. “But if you’re as soaked as I know you are, I am going to feed on you all night long. What do you think?”
Serrane snarled into the gag, but her gurgles only made the Huntress snicker. The woman’s fingertips continued their agonizingly slow crawl down the elf’s trembling quim….and instantly slithered inside the sodden, slippery sheath.  
“I knew it!” Lasille said, cackling in delight. “You elves are born submissives, aren’t you? You want to be dominated so badly you can hardly stand it.”
Serrane closed her eyes and bit down on the phallus as hard as she could. Her body really was betraying her…and no matter how much she resented it, the Huntress knew exactly what she was doing. Her fingers slid in deeper and deeper while her thumb massaged the ranger’s clit…
“You’d cum for me right now, wouldn’t you?” Lasille taunted. “You can hardly contain yourself. I wonder: do you and your knight play little games? Do you squeal in delight when the big strong man takes what he wants from your helpless body?”
Serrane bit down so hard she was surprised she didn’t choke. Her quim was on fire, and the waves of pleasure wouldn’t stop cascading through her body. She tried to remind herself that the Huntress was a monster and that all of this was…was…
“If it would help, I could order my men in here,” Lasille went on. “Do you have any idea how much they would give for a chance to ravage a pristine elven cunt? I would earn their loyalty for a lifetime.” She slipped another finger inside. “Just imagine it: all those cocks thrusting inside you one after another…I bet you’d cum each and every time they spilled their hot seed all over your pretty face…”
Serrane’s entire body convulsed as a climax shuddered through her. She gurgled helplessly, pitifully, as she cried into the phallus lodged down her throat. By the time she finally came down the Huntress’s laughter was echoing off the cavern walls. 
“Oh, I am never going to share you with my sisters,” Lasille said between chortles. “You really are worth all the gold in Highwind, aren’t you?”
Serrane held her eyes shut as she struggled to swallow her disgust. How could she have possibly been enjoying this? It was sick!
“You made such a mess for me…I think it’s time I had a little taste,” Lasille said. She withdrew her fingers and brought them right up to her mouth. Her eyes dilated again, and she nibbled at her lip as if she might climax at any moment. “Elven nectar…how long I’ve wanted a taste…”
Her eyes closed as she sucked on her fingers, and barely a second later a sprawling latticework of glowing green tattoos materialized beneath her skin. Serrane watched, awed and horrified at the same time, as the Senosi fed. When her eyes finally reopened they blazed like luminous emeralds. 
“So sweet, so pure…” Lasille breathed. “And to think…you and I are only just getting started.”
 
 



5
Paths to Power
 
“This is the grove I spoke of earlier,” Selvhara said, pointing towards a thick cluster of trees just off the main road. “Do you wish to set up camp here?”
Jorem sighed and glanced back over his shoulder even though he couldn’t actually see anything in the darkness. Even the pillars of smoke rising from the Ostvaran harbor had faded from view. 
“This is probably far enough,” he said. “The canopy should shield us from the wyverns, and I can’t imagine they’d send soldiers this far down the road before they secure the city.”
“The area is defensible,” Kaseya agreed. Somehow, she didn’t look the least bit tired despite the fact they had just jogged for two straight hours in the middle of the night. “Though I would caution against open flames.”
“Says the woman who can keep herself warm with magic,” Valuri grumbled. “We need something to dry our clothes. I’d rather fight a dozen more wyverns than freeze my tits off out here.”
Jorem wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in close to try and share some heat. Her Senosi magic immunity came in handy pretty often, but his inability to shield her from the elements was a real problem sometimes—especially considering how loudly she complained about it. 
“We’ll risk a fire for a little while, at least,” he said. “Come on.”
They erected a rough camp in the grove, and he ignited the kindling Kaseya gathered with a quick burst of Aetheric fire. He would have loved to set up a tent and spread out their bedrolls, but sadly they had lost their supplies on the ketch…including all that delicious preserved food. 
“Well, let’s see….I’m cold, tired, and starving,” Valuri said as she held her arms over the flames. “Why did we want to come back to the mainland again?”
“Apparently we got bored without people trying to kill us all the time,” Jorem muttered. “Presumably because we’re idiots.”
He glanced over at Kaseya, but her blue eyes remained narrowed and locked in the direction of their new tagalong. Selvhara had volunteered to gather more wood and set up some snares, but Jorem couldn’t see her anywhere in the darkness. 
“I will keep watch,” the amazon said after a moment. “If the elf tries anything, I will deal with her.”
“Why wait?” Valuri asked. “Let’s be smart and play it safe for once.”
“Okay, enough posturing,” Jorem said, holding out his hands. “Everyone relax. She genuinely seems like she wants to help.”
“Yeah, well, so did Solemi once,” Valuri reminded him. “So did those mercenaries back at Highvale pass, so did Zalheer, so did that knight in Icewatch…everyone is always friendly and agreeable right up until they slit your throat.”
“We’re not going to hurt her,” Jorem said. “We’ll give her a chance to prove herself.”
Kaseya finally turned to look at him. “We cannot afford to let our guard down in front of a stranger. At least one of us should remain awake at all times.”
“That’s fine. I want us to be nice, not stupid.” 
Jorem sighed and rubbed at his temples. For some reason, almost getting blown up and drowned had soured everyone’s mood. Who would have guessed?
Valuri grumbled under her breath as she nestled herself deeper in his arms. “Look, all I’m saying is that it’s downright weird she just so happened to be on the shore when we arrived. She’s up to something, and it has nothing to do with any ‘prophecy’ bullshit.”
“All I’m saying is that I want to hear her out,” Jorem said. “And if she can translate the rest of the words from the training crystal, all the better. If nothing else, I’m reasonably certain she’s not working with the Inquisitrix.”
“We have plenty of other potential enemies,” Valuri muttered. “But if you really want to keep her around, at least be honest about why.”
“Meaning what?”
“Meaning you want to fuck her.”
Jorem groaned. “You know, I am actually capable of thinking about other things once in a while.”
“Once in a great while.”
“Says the woman who begs me to unload on her face every morning.”
“I’m comfortable with who I am,” Valuri said, shrugging. “Besides, we’re talking about your pathologies right now, not mine.”
Jorem pushed her off his lap and into the dirt next to the fire. “Look, we just got attacked by a bunch of channelers who shouldn’t exist, and we…”
He trailed off when Kaseya flicked her wrist at him. A few moments later Selvhara emerged from the forest with several logs clutched in her arms. She knelt in front of the fire and tossed a few pieces into the embers. 
“I don’t see a lot of places for you to hide an axe in that outfit of yours,” Valuri said. 
Selvhara glanced up and frowned. “I beg your pardon?”
“How did you chop that wood?” Kaseya asked.
“They’re usually a lot friendlier than this, I promise,” Jorem assured her. “Getting attacked has just made them a little…edgy.”
“I understand,” Selvhara said, nodding. “They wish to protect their master.”
“Uh, Jorem is definitely not my master,” Valuri said, brushing the dirt from her trousers. 
The druid frowned. “But the Tir Halaad—the amazon—said that she was bound to his service.”
“Red may have pledged herself to him, but I didn’t.”
“Then…what are you?”
“An annoying brat who makes everything more difficult than it ought to be,” Jorem said. “Just ignore her for a minute. Before we rest, I was hoping you might be able to answer a few questions for me.
Selvhara glanced at the other two women, clearly still confused, but she eventually knelt in front of him and nodded. “Of course. As I told you before, your sovereignty has been ordained by the Aether. I will serve you however I can.”
Valuri groaned in disgust and fell over into the dirt, but Jorem just tried his best to ignore her. “Well, you don’t have to worry about serving anyone right now,” he said. “I’ll settle for a normal conversation.”
The druid smiled. “What would you like to know?”
Jorem took a deep breath and tried to collect his thoughts. The channeling backlash—the “Flensing,” as Selvhara had called it—had faded at this point, but normal fatigue had quickly swept in to take its place. “How about we start with this ‘Shattering’ prophecy you mentioned. Why do you believe this will ‘usher in a new age of sorcery,’ as you put it?”
“Because it has forever altered the balance of power,” Selvhara said. “In many ways, this part of Torsia has long been isolated from the realities of power and magic elsewhere in the world. The Velhari acted as a magical nexus; it allowed those born without sorcerous blood to channel the Aether. But with its seals finally broken, your people will find the realities of power to be far more…rigid.”
Jorem shook his head. “How?”
“For the rest of the world, there have long been only two paths to channeling the Aether: sorcerous blood or bonding with a Conduit.”
Valuri hissed. “Is she making any sense to you yet?”
“Maybe,” Jorem murmured, scratching the stubble on his chin. “Remember when Kaseya said that the closest translation for ‘Velhari’ was something like ‘prison?’”
“Yeah. What about it?”
“Well, I think the point is that the Inquisitrix didn’t just collapse the Fount—she opened a prison. And the power she absorbed wasn’t just a random nexus of magical energy, was it?”
Selvhara shook her head. “No. The Velhari are—were—‘founts’ of magical energy for a very specific reason: they contained the dying souls of the Valathrim.”
“The Fallen Gods,” Kaseya whispered as she slowly lowered her blade. “Just as the Avetharri crystal said…”
“Wait a second,” Valuri said. “You’re telling us that there was a god trapped inside that damn cave beneath Nol Krovos?”
“A Godsoul, to be more precise,” Selvhara said. “The prisons were constructed by the Avetharri elves to hold and contain the last fragments of the Fallen Gods. Over time, these prisons became founts of energy capable of empowering otherwise normal people with the ability to channel the Aether.” She turned to Kaseya. “It is also why the amazons of Nol Krovos are different than humans from the mainland. Centuries of exposure to a Godsoul transformed your people in ways no one fully understands.”
Valuri turned to Kaseya. “You’re saying that’s why so many Amazons are sorcerers?”
“Most likely.”
“Mm. Does that also explain why they all have such amazing tits?”
Jorem pushed her into the dirt again. “We already knew that the presence of the Fount shaped and molded the Amazons, and we also know that they are the descendants of the human slaves who were assigned to protect it. But you’re saying they weren’t just guarding a magical nexus—they were guarding the soul of a god.”
Selvhara nodded. “All the various prisons were entrusted to different guardians. In many ways, the people of Nol Krovos were—are—fortunate. Most of the other guardians were corrupted, driven insane, or simply killed.”
“Charming,” Valuri muttered. 
Selvhara glanced north towards the mountains. “If I’m not mistaken, many of your mountain ranges are overrun with orcs, are they not?”
“The Shattered Peaks have been for generations,” Jorem said.
“In Varellon, orcs are known as ‘Basarn.’ During the time of the Avetharri, they were simply another clan of elves. The ancients entrusted them to guard several of the Velhari, and over time, the Godsouls transformed them into what they are today.”
“Mm,” Jorem mumbled in thought. As insane as this sounded, it did more or less comport with what they already knew. Zalheer might not have known all the details about the Fount, but he had been right about the basic premise. Its presence had profoundly shaped his people’s culture, and Marcella had believed that siphoning its power would transform her into a god-like figure who could grant power to whomever she chose. 
“Let’s assume for a moment you’re right and these Founts really were prisons,” he said. “Why did the Avetharri build them in the first place? Why not just destroy these Godsouls if they were so dangerous?”
“Why else? They believed they could harness the Valathrim’s lingering power for themselves. Even as they conquered the world, the Avetharri Wyrm Lords always sought to expand their power and influence. They realized that the Godsoul prisons could empower those without sorcerous blood to channel the Aether.”
“The Three Corridors,” Jorem said, nodding.
“Yes,” Selvhara said. “No one knows what the Wyrm Lords ultimately intended; the Dragon War destroyed the Avethian Empire before their plans could come to fruition. Afterwards, the Velhari eventually fell into disrepair and were forgotten, but over the past few hundred years most of them have collapsed entirely. The one beneath Nol Krovos was the last in the world…and now that it is gone, the Godsoul fragments sealed within have all escaped.”
“Why does that sound so ominous?” Valuri whispered. 
“Whatever their ultimate purpose, the legacy of the Velhari is clear,” Selvhara went on. “For an entire age, they changed the very rules of magic. And now they are gone.” 
Jorem pursed his lips in thought as he remembered their final encounter with the Inquisitrix. One corridor. One conduit. One pure, cohesive source to harmonize the Aether and bring order to its currents.
“When we confronted her in the Fount, we realized that the Inquisitrix’s true goal wasn’t to destroy magic, but to become it’s only source,” he said. “I didn’t understand at the time, but if the Fount was just a prison for a Godsoul…”
“She has absorbed that power for herself,” Selvhara said. “She has become a Conduit—a living nexus of Aetheric energy. You have seen the results first-hand. She has begun to empower her armies, transforming regular men and women into channelers. And unlike traditional priests or wizards, these new channelers do not require months or years of training. They can learn everything they need to know through their bond with their Conduit.”
“That can’t possibly be true,” Valuri said. “One sorcerer, no matter how powerful, can’t just give someone else the ability to channel.”
Selvhara shrugged. “What is a god besides a being capable of granting gifts to his or her followers?”
Jorem sighed and ran a hand back through his hair. “The Inquisitrix has only possessed this power for a few weeks and she already has an army capable of conquering the mainland. Highwind doesn’t stand a bloody chance.”
“That is one of the reasons why I am here,” Selvhara said. “The Vin Aetheri wish to help organize the sorcerers of this land to stand against the new Conduit. Ultimately, you are the only ones who can possibly defeat her.”
“Honey, I’ve spent most of my life hunting down sorcerers,” Valuri said. “If they’re our only hope, then we are right and truly fucked.”
“Much of what you have said is similar to the creation myths I was taught on Nol Krovos,” Kaseya said, pacing around the edge of the camp. “There are many subtle differences but even more similarities. Our people have always venerated sorcery and been distrustful of ancient powers.”
“Another legacy of the elves that trained and elevated your people,” Selvhara said. “It is fascinating to see how these myths have been reinterpreted over time.”
Jorem bit down on his lip again. “I asked you before if you’d be willing to translate a few things for us. Do you mind?”
“Of course not,” Selvhara said. “I only hope I can help.”
He closed his eyes and tried to remember the words and images from the Avetharri crystal. “Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” he said. “I think we’ve figured that one out: unleash the dragon.”
The druid nodded. “That is correct.”
“How about…kûl baresk kyovaeri re jikmadator. Kûl velhari re nurauthot. Kûl annyo di kûl Valathrim duuloa.”
Valuri arched her eyebrows. “You actually remembered all of that gibberish?”
“I’m as surprised as you are,” Jorem said. “It’s like it was burned into my skull.”
Selvhara softly repeated the words. “The seals are broken. The prisons are undone. The last of the Fallen Gods have been released.”
“So it is true, then,” Kaseya whispered. “All of it.”
“There’s more,” Jorem said, trying to remember. He closed his eyes, and the words seemed to sear into the back of his eyelids. “Marhaak vers di dout iejir. Asta drakatharri pulwi ui dout fasteraan.”
“Unleash the power of your blood,” Selvhara said. “The dragon’s return is your salvation.”
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri hissed. “So let me get this straight: the Avetharri crystal wanted you to learn how to transform into a dragon?”
Jorem nodded. “So it would seem.”
“Okay. Second question: you said that the Dragon War—a war started by Avetharri sorcerers who learned how to transform into dragons—destroyed their own empire and half the world in the process. Am I right about that?”
He grimaced. “Yes.”
“Great, I’m glad we’re on the same page. Now tell me this: are you barking mad? This is insanity!”
“It is not insane,” Selvhara protested. “Only a sorcerer can possibly defeat the new Conduit. Jorem’s power is our salvation.”
“Then we are fucked,” Valuri said, glancing back at Kaseya. “Please tell me you’re on my side here, Red.”
“I am uncertain what to think,” the amazon whispered. “We learned a great deal from the crystal while we were on Nol Krovos.”
“Yeah, but—”
“We wanted a translation and we got one,” Jorem said, hoping to prevent an argument. “Nothing has actually changed yet. We’re still going to Highwind, and we’re still going to see what’s going on and how we can help.”
Valuri grumbled something under her breath, but the other girls remained silent. Kaseya was staring off into the woods, her eyes narrowed in thought, while Selvhara continued looking right at him as if she was waiting for something.
“Anyway, I just got my ass kicked by the Inquisitrix’s new channelers, so I don’t think anyone has to worry about my sprouting wings and melting cities anytime soon,” Jorem said. “This is all very…theoretical.”
“I have no doubt that the dragon blood courses through your veins,” Selvhara said. “And I will do everything I can to help you unlock your true potential.”
Jorem forced a smile, though he still had no idea what to think. He’d heard plenty of stories about the Avetharri Wyrm Lords while growing up in Vorsalos, both from people who wanted to kill him and from fellow sorcerers who wanted to imagine a world where they were kings. But even during the height of the Avethian Empire, most sorcerers never learned how to transform themselves into dragons. It seemed…well, impossible, to put it mildly. 
He glanced up to Kaseya again. Between the two of them, it seemed far more likely that she would be the one with that kind of power. Her people had apparently been exposed to the energy of the Godsoul for generations, after all. They had probably only unlocked a fraction of their true potential. 
But Selvhara didn’t know about Kaseya’s true power yet, and he intended to keep it that way for now. He kept reminding himself to stay skeptical and keep his guard up—Valuri was right about that, at least. 
“We only have a few hours left before daybreak,” he said, tugging the Huntress back into his arms to help keep her warm. “Let’s just try and get some sleep while we can.”
 
***
 
While the sorcerer and his Senosi concubine eventually fell asleep next to the campfire, the amazon warrior did not. Selvhara felt the other woman’s piercing blue eyes upon her all through the night. Kaseya obviously took her duties as a bodyguard quite seriously. 
Under different circumstances, Selvhara would have loved to ask about Nol Krovos and its customs, and she desperately wanted to know more about the golden collar clasped around the amazon’s neck. The energy pouring off of it was unlike anything the druid had ever seen before. The design was obviously Avetharri in origin; the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers had worn similar relics. Their bond had made them the greatest warriors of their era. It was fascinating to see how millennia of culture and history had altered its original purpose.  
You aren’t here to study and make friends; you are here to ensure that the sorcerer destroys the new Conduit. Never forget this.

Selvhara winced as she curled into a ball on the opposite side of the campfire. She could feel the One God’s influence even if he hadn’t literally spoken the words himself. Dathiel couldn’t actually read her mind or see through her eyes in his weakened state, but she could always feel his presence regardless. He was her Conduit, after all, and she was forever bound to his will. Only through his grace could she channel the Aether, and only through his charity could she control the moon-curse corrupting her blood. She owed him everything. 
Without me, you would be little more than a feral beast doomed to wander the wilds. Without me, you would have died a thousand years ago along with the rest of your people. 
Swallowing deeply, Selvhara did her best to relax and try to rest. She couldn’t afford to let the sorcerer know who she really served; she couldn’t even afford to let him know that she was a channeler. The fewer questions she answered about herself, the better for everyone…
She eventually managed to fall asleep for a few hours, though she woke not long after the first rays of sunlight splintered through the trees around them. The amazon was still standing nearby, as vigilant and stoic as ever, and she roused the others despite their grumbling protests. 
“Shalassa’s knickers, why is it still so damn cold?” Valuri complained as she rubbed at her arms. 
“Winter still has plenty of bite left in it,” Jorem said. He stretched out his hand and ignited the embers of the campfire with a blast of sorcerous flame. Sensing an opportunity, Selvhara hopped in place as if he had startled her. 
“Faarea!” she gasped. 
Jorem glanced up at her. “It’s all right. I just figured we should warm up a little before hitting the road.”
“Forgive me,” she said. “It’s just…well, I have not been this close to a sorcerer for some time. I had almost forgotten how easily you command such power.”
Valuri groaned. “Look, if you’re going to be following us around for a while, we need to set some basic ground rules. First, you will you always do exactly as we say. Second, you’re not allowed to fawn over Jorem while I’m in earshot. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Selvhara said, nodding sheepishly. “You are protective of your mate and see me as a potential threat.”
Jorem covered his mouth to suppress a chuckle, but the Senosi’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Honey, you vastly overestimate that body of yours if you think Red and I consider you a threat. Just because you have pointy ears and strut around in your weird druid underwear doesn’t mean—”
“You misunderstand,” Selvhara said. “It was not a criticism. You have no reason to trust me, and you instinctively wish to defend your master.”
Valuri blinked. “I already told you—he is not my master.”
“Oh, gods, now you’ve done it…” Jorem murmured. 
Selvhara feigned ignorance. “But he has clearly claimed you as his lover. Throughout history, Wyrm Lords have often surrounded themselves with concubines and protectors. Even today, it is a great honor to be chosen as a member of a dragon’s harem—”
“I am not part of anyone’s ‘harem!’” Valuri growled.
“Aren’t you, though?” Jorem asked, still struggling to suppress his laughter. “I mean, if you really think about it, you and Kaseya are—”
She elbowed him hard enough that he fell over behind her. “I am not a harem girl,” she repeated. “Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, of course,” Selvhara said. “I apologize…I meant no offense.”
The Senosi grumbled something under her breath, and Jorem continued laughing at her for almost a minute. Even the amazon seemed amused. 
Seducing him will be even easier than you thought. You just need to get him alone for a while…
“All right, we need to get moving,” Jorem said eventually. “If we push hard, we should still be able to reach the Valecrest before nightfall.”
“Yeah, well, we’re also stopping in a village along the way,” Valuri said, spreading her hands in front of the flames for warmth. “I want a new cloak. And maybe some horses.”
“With what coin?” Jorem asked. “Almost everything went down with the ship.”
“Who said anything paying for them?”
“We’re not stealing from random peasants.”
“We can steal from specific peasants if it makes you feel better.”
Kaseya crossed her arms over her chest. “We are not thieves.” 
“The point is that we could be, and it would pay a hell of a lot better and probably be less dangerous too.” Valuri scoffed in disgust before she turned her green eyes upon Selvhara. “What about you, wolf girl? Do you have any coins stashed away in that fur of yours?”
The druid shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Valuri grumbled. 
“I have a few silvers in my pack,” Kaseya said. “They should last until we reach Highwind.”
Jorem nodded and glanced back over his shoulder towards Ostvara. His brow furrowed, and Selvhara could see the sorrow and frustration darken his face. He didn’t say anything, but he was obviously concerned about the fate of the city and its people. She empathized more than he could ever know. Varellon had been overrun with new Conduits for many years now, and the chaos they could leave in their wake was truly staggering. As destructive and rapacious as sorcerers could be, there was nothing quite as terrifying as an entire army of channelers bound to the will of a single mortal, especially those who saw themselves as living gods. Without opposition, this Inquisitrix would almost certainly conquer this entire region in a matter of months. 
And that’s exactly why you are here. This sorcerer needs your help whether he knows it or not. Don’t feel bad for deceiving him; you are tricking him for his own good.
They set out on the road a few minutes later, and they kept a brisk pace despite the cold. At Valuri’s request, they dipped into a village long enough to purchase some food and provisions, and she seemed decidedly less grouchy once she had wrapped herself in a thick traveling cloak. Their group drew a lot of attention, for obvious reasons—neither amazons nor elves were common sights for the people here, and Jorem made a point of getting them back on the road as quickly as possible. 
Selvhara did her best to make conversation while revealing as little about herself as possible. They seemed genuinely interested in the history of the Velhari and the Valathrim, and she happily shared almost everything she knew. In exchange, Kaseya spoke of her people and their customs, and Jorem provided details about the Inquisitrix’s initial rise to power in his home city. 
The story was a familiar one. The Inquisitrix had exploited her people’s natural distrust of sorcery just like so many other would-be despots in Varellon, and unfortunately that fear often led them into the arms of a Conduit. Selvhara’s order, the Sarodihm Kalefarr, had always tried to guide people along a different path—a path back to the long-forgotten gods and their traditions. For all their faults, the Valathrim had created this world and its people, and their return was prophesized to bring about an end to the corruption of sorcerers and Conduits alike. Only the true gods deserved to wield such power. 
Selvhara didn’t tell Jorem about that, of course, and she found it incredibly easy and natural to flirt with him as they walked. She had almost forgotten how charming young human males could be. Jorem had lived a remarkably interesting life, and she could scarcely believe he had survived growing up in a city that despised his kind so greatly. Apparently Valuri had shielded him from the wrath of her former mistress, which explained why he put up with her obnoxious irreverence. The two of them obviously loved each other a great deal even if she pretended otherwise. 
Nightfall descended upon the group quickly as they approached the Valecrest, a massive multi-story building that looked more like a small fort than an inn. Parked directly at the crossroads leading north to Highwind or south to the Grey Moors, the Valecrest was the only sign of civilization for miles upon miles in any direction. The stables were full (and heavily guarded), and a score of travelers were already drinking, singing, and dancing inside. 
“As much as I’d like to draw a bath and sleep in a real bed, we might want to consider avoiding the crowds,” Valuri commented when the group approached the steps. “The Inquisitrix could have spies here for all we know.”
“Maybe, but I doubt it,” Jorem said, his eyes sweeping over the carriages parked outside. “Honestly, I expected a lot more refugees. If things are falling apart in Highwind, I figured folks would already be on the road south.”
“There’s no guarantee the south is any better,” Valuri reminded him. “And it’s not like most people can just pack up their lives and move in an instant.”
“Fair enough,” he conceded, his brown eyes narrowing in thought. “I wonder if these people have any idea what even happened in Ostvara.”
“Probably not, and I don’t think it’s worth starting a panic. Let’s just warm up and get some sleep.”
Jorem nodded. “And hope we have enough silver…”
They did, as it turned out, though not by much. Jorem bade them all to keep their cloaks drawn tight to avoid drawing attention, and he purchased two adjacent rooms and some hot food before they can began splitting up for baths. With the amazon’s guard down for the first time, Selvhara finally had a chance to get the sorcerer alone. She lurked outside the small private bathing pool while he washed himself, and she waited until he had just started getting dressed before she snuck inside. 
“Oh, I’m sorry!” she said. “I thought you were finished…”
“That’s all right,” Jorem said, smiling. He had just put on his trousers, but his shirt and jacket remained on the floor. “You’ve obviously seen me wet before.”
Selvhara grinned and surreptitiously shut the door behind her. “I hope you feel better now that you’ve had a chance to eat.”
“I do, but we’re going to run into real problems in Highwind if we don’t have any coin.” 
“You mentioned that you had friends in the city.”
“Calling them ‘friends’ might be pushing it,” Jorem said. “We do know a few people, only some of whom have betrayed us before.”
Selvhara arched both eyebrows in confusion, but he waved a hand dismissively. 
“It sounds worse than it is,” he added. “And it’s a long, long story…”
“I would be more than happy to listen to it on the road tomorrow,” she told him. “But I am sorry I wasn’t able to save more of your belongings from the wreck.”
“You had other priorities, and my lungs thank you.” He finished clasping his belt then glanced up at her. “I’m sure they’ll draw you a bath if you wanted. And they could wash your clothes…though I guess I’ve never met anyone with an outfit that can reappear at a moment’s notice before. How does that even work?”
“According to legend, the nature goddess Shalassa forged this armor herself many thousands of years ago,” Selvhara said, taking another step closer to him. “I doubt the story is true, but the enchantment is designed to aid shapeshifters. There is little point in wearing normal armor if it will shatter the instant you assume another form.”
He nodded slowly, though his eyes had fastened upon her breasts and midriff. “That seems…useful.”
She smiled and lowered her arms to make sure he had an unobstructed view. “Among my fellow Sarodihm, we rarely bother with clothing. We do not share the same taboo against nudity as most human cultures.”
“Hmm,” he murmured. “Well, uh, sorry about the inconvenience. Though it’s so cold here right now that a little clothing can’t hurt. Not that I imagine your skirt is particularly warm...”
“I can always put on fur if the cold starts to bother me,” Selvhara said with a shrug. “Heat, on the other hand…”
“Speaking of…” Jorem said, clearing his throat and lifting his eyes from her chest. She spotted the tiniest hint of red flush into his cheeks. “You haven’t really explained your…condition. Based on all the stories I heard as a child, werewolves are little more than feral, savage monsters.”
“Most are,” she told him. “Lycanthropy is considered a curse for a very good reason.”
He frowned. “But…”
“But like any great power, the moon-curse can be harnessed for good or ill. There are ways to temper and control the urges.”
His cheek twitched as his eyes dropped down to her breasts again. “I admit, I never associated the Vin Aetheri with werewolves…or druids.”
“Nor should you,” Selvhara told him. “I am the only one to have ever joined them.”
“I wondered about that. There hasn’t been a real druidic order in this part of the world in a long time, but from everything I’ve ever read they don’t exactly get along with sorcerers.”
“It varies more than you might think, but in general you’re right. Most of the druidic circles in Varellon seek the return of the Fallen Gods…or at the very least seek to preserve their teachings and memories. But other circles simply see sorcery as a natural part of an evolving world.”
Jorem nodded. “What about yours?”
“My circle is…broken,” Selvhara said. She had practiced this speech dozens of times on her journey to this land, which should have made lying to his face that much easier. But talking about the past—even a fictitious one—brought up painful memories she desperately wanted to forget…
“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” he assured her.  
“You have a right to know,” she murmured. “My circle lost our ability to channel long before I was even born. Like your priests and wizards, they had drawn power from a Velhari, and when it was destroyed they lost everything. Many of them had grown dependent upon the magic they wielded, and without it they simply wasted away. The Vastien Glamor—the ‘Wasting Echo’—rots away the souls of channelers who have been severed from the source of their power. You will see evidence of it soon when we reach Highwind.”
Jorem’s lip twisted. “That’s…disturbing. You’re saying that all the paladins and priests and wizards are just going to rot away?”
“Unless they pledge themselves to another Conduit, yes,” Selvhara said. “The Inquisitrix may be counting on it…many of your knights and priests will crawl to her in desperation.”
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. “This just keeps getting better and better…”
“My circle was faced with the same choice. Their only options were to die or to bind themselves to another Conduit. Most of the stubborn ones perished, while others willingly knelt before a new master. But a third group discovered another option: they willingly embraced the moon-curse.”
Jorem cocked his head. “They intentionally infected themselves with Lycanthropy?”
“Yes,” Selvhara said. “In ancient times, it was not uncommon. Many druidic circles embraced the power of the moon…but the tradition eventually waned. I don’t know much beyond that, but the wolf blood saved my circle. It cured the Echo that was destroying them and gave them the strength to continue fighting.”
“But then something else happened,” he prompted. 
She nodded somberly. “A group of fanatics hunted down and destroyed us. They followed a different Conduit, and they viewed us as…unclean. I would have perished with them, but against all odds a sorcerer saved my life. He brought me to his people—the Vin Aetheri—and they showed me that everything I thought I knew about sorcerers was wrong.”
“So you decided to join them,”
“I had to,” Selvhara lied. “I owed them everything, and I began to understand the importance of their cause. Whether the druidic circles wish to accept it or not, the gods of the old world are dead and they are not coming back. The Aether itself has chosen their rightful successors.”
Jorem’s cheek twitched again. “You mean sorcerers.”
“Yes,” she said, gently placing her arm on his. “Men like you are meant to rule. And women like me are meant to serve you.”
Selvhara took his hands in hers and shuffled forward enough to ensure he got a good, long look at her cleavage when he reflexively glanced down. She didn’t even need to shift into a wolf to hear his heartbeat quicken or see his eyes dilate. She could feel his arousal…and a satisfied smile tugged at her lips. 
He’s mine. 
“Sorcerers already ruled most of the world once,” Jorem said, visibly trying to steel himself. “The legacy of the Avetharri isn’t exactly inspiring.” 
“Then you and others like you must learn from their mistakes,” Selvhara told him. “A new generation of Wyrm Lords has already come to power in Varellon. The same thing could happen here in your lands.”
“Right now I’d just be happy with the freedom to live my own life.” He cleared his throat again and backed away from her a step. “Anyway, this isn’t just about sorcerers; it’s about the so-called dragon blood.”
“That is why the Vin Aetheri chose me to aid you. We believe—we hope—that my shapechanging powers will help me unlock yours.”
Jorem arched a brown eyebrow at her. “How?”
Selvhara glanced down at her arm. “Lycanthropes are highly attuned to the blood memory. If you are capable of becoming a dragon, the technique will be hidden somewhere in your veins…and I should be able to find it.”
“Blood memory?” he asked, shaking his head.
“The story of our lineage is told through our blood. And since you are a sorcerer, the memories of the Aether itself are imprinted upon you. The knowledge of the dragon transformation could be in there somewhere. We merely need to find it.”
Jorem paused, clearly confused. “How were you planning on starting this search?” he asked after a moment. “You weren’t going to bite me, I hope.”
She smiled. “I doubt your amazon guardian would approve.”
“Definitely not.”
“Well, sampling your blood is one option, but I know how strange it must sound. That’s why I haven’t mentioned it.”
Jorem grunted. “I should probably be mortified, but then again I’ve been hanging around Valuri for years. Apparently my blood is a delicacy.”
“If you are drakatharri, you may be more right than you know,” Selvhara said. 
“Well, I’m still not convinced about any of this,” he said with a sigh, “but if all you need is a few drops to get the answers you need, we might as well get it over with.”
Selvhara nibbled at her lip. “I’m afraid it will take more than a few drops. I would need to feed off you in earnest.”
Jorem’s lip curled. “Yeah…” he murmured. “No offense, but we definitely don’t know each other well enough for that.”
She nodded sheepishly. “You’re right, of course. I, um…I shouldn’t have even brought it up.”
Selvhara began nervously twiddling her fingers together, and she did her best to make her cheeks flush with embarrassment. This is where you need to sell it—this is where you need to reel him in.

“It’s all right,” Jorem assured her. “I’d rather put everything on the table just to know what we’re dealing with here. There has to be some other way to get the answers you need, right?”
“In theory, I could simply attempt to teach you and hope your powers manifest naturally,” Selvhara said. “But that could take time…potentially a lot of time. And of course there’s no guarantee.”
He frowned. “Do you have something else in mind?”
She kept her eyes lowered as if she were too embarrassed to look at him while speaking. “There is one other way to access a man’s blood memories. It would tell me if you have the gift, and it might even provide clues about how to unlock it.”
“Why do I get the feeling that this is going to be even worse than biting me?” Jorem muttered. 
“It’s not worse at all. In fact…” Selvhara glanced back up to him and smiled. “You will find it quite enjoyable.”
 He stared at her for a long moment, thoroughly bewildered, until the truth abruptly hit him. “This is all a joke, isn’t it?” he asked, glancing around the small room. “Valuri must have put you up to this…”
The druid shook her head. “Put me up to what?”
“This game.”
“What game?”
Jorem sighed. “You’re about to tell me that you can read this ‘blood memory’ from my semen, aren’t you?” 
Selvhara nodded. “Yes. How did you—?”
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. “Yeah, she definitely put you up to this. That little bitch is probably watching us through a peep hole cackling to herself …”
“I do not understand.”
“You would if you knew her better, trust me.” 
Jorem grimaced and continued searching the room. Selvhara honestly didn’t understand why he was so paranoid. He and the Senosi must have had a bizarre relationship…
“I assure you, the Huntress has no knowledge of this,” the druid said. “I was hesitant to even bring it up in front of your harem—I mean, your friends. They seem rather…possessive.”
“In some ways,” he said, shaking his head when he didn’t find any evidence they were being watched. He eventually turned back to face her. “Surely you realize how crazy this sounds.”
“I do,” Selvhara said, coquettishly brushing her hair behind her ears again. “I just wanted you to know the truth about the test…and that I am willing to perform right now if you wish.”
Jorem bit down on his lip, and the moment his eyes drifted back down to her breasts and stomach she knew she had him. “There’s, um…there’s no other way?”
“I’m afraid not,” Selvhara said. “But it will not take long…and it will provide us with the answers we seek, I promise.”
Approaching another step, she leaned down to tap her anklet and paused as her enchanted armor glowed and then vanished. His breath caught in his throat at the sight of her naked body, and she took the opportunity to slowly sink to her knees in front of him. He remained paralyzed in place as she unfastened the buckle and slipped her fingers inside his trousers. His cock burst free at the slightest touch, and it was already so hard it almost smacked her in the nose. Grinning, she glanced up and locked her eyes with his as she leaned forward enough to kiss the tip. 
Jorem moaned softly, and his eyelids fluttered in delight when she began lathering the swollen head with her tongue. At this point, she wasn’t even faking; the taste of his manhood triggered every primal, animalistic urge in her body. The wolf blood burned hot in her veins, and she had to slip a finger into her own quim just to try and quench the flames. When her lips finally engulfed the tip, her bestial instincts nearly took over; she desperately wanted to get down on all fours and present herself for him. The thought of him mounting her, dominating her, was almost enough to make her climax right then and there…
Focus. You must learn the truth—you must know if he is the one. 
“Oh…” Jorem moaned as his fingers feathered through her hair. They eventually curled around the back of her head and pulled, gently encouraging her to take him deeper. Selvhara happily obliged; keeping her eyes locked upon him, she relaxed her throat and allowed him to take full control. He gradually slid his full length in past her tonsils and began thrusting in earnest. Soon the only sounds in the room were his delighted moans and her soft gurgles.
Selvhara knew he wouldn’t be able to hold out for long, but neither could she. A climax shuddered through her when she slipped another finger into her quim, and the frantic quiver of her body was enough to set him off.
“Shit,” Jorem gasped. “Here it comes!”
A split second before he burst, Selvhara leaned back on her haunches and pulled away just enough that the tip of his cock was resting atop her tongue. She wanted to make certain she sampled every drop just in case he didn’t give her enough…
Her concern was quickly proven unnecessary. He exploded like a rupturing dam, instantly filling her mouth to the brim—and beyond. Seed trickled from the corners of her lips and dribbled down her chin, and even when his cock wilted and withdrew she couldn’t quite hold it all in.
 “Oh, gods,” Jorem breathed, releasing his grip on her head. “That was…”
Selvhara barely even heard him. His ancestral memories washed over her as clearly as if she had gorged herself on his blood, and when his searing seed slid down her throat they became even more vivid. She could see every link on the chain of his sorcerous lineage: his father, his father’s mother, his grandmother’s father…their faces were a blur, but the story of their lives was as clear as a summer day. She traced them further and further back until decades, centuries, even millennia had passed…and then, at long last, she found what she was looking for. 
The blood of the dragon. 
Selvhara’s eyes flashed back open, and she smiled widely as her tongue licked the last few dribbles from her lips. Once again her instincts had served her well. Jorem was indeed the man she had been searching for. His blood carried the power to defeat the Conduit. All she needed to do was teach him how to unlock it. 
“Are you all right?” Jorem asked, his face creased with concern.
“Yes,” she breathed, glancing up at him. “Everything is exactly as it should be.”
He studied her for a long moment as he caught his breath. “So you, uh…you performed this test?”
Selvhara nodded. “The dragon blood flows through your veins just as the Vin Aetheri predicted.”
Jorem smiled faintly. She could tell he still wasn’t entirely sure whether he wanted to believe her or not—after all, from his perspective she was mostly a stranger, albeit one who had just eagerly sucked his cock. But ultimately, his belief wasn’t required; he had the gift, and that was all that mattered. As long as he allowed her to remain close, she would eventually figure out a way to teach him what he needed to know. 
“Let’s assume you’re right,” Jorem said, offering her his hands and helping her up. “What’s the next step?”
Selvhara nibbled at her lip. You want him to throw you on the bed. You want him to take you like a bitch in heat.  
“I admit, I’m not entirely sure,” Selvhara said, inching closer to him and placing his hands upon the sides of her stomach. Somehow, knowing that he was a dragon had stoked the fires in her quim even hotter. “We’ll have to try different techniques and see which one works.”
He swallowed visibly. “What kind of techniques?”
“I would be happy to show you,” she told him, moving her lips within an inch of his. “Perhaps we should return to your room…”
Selvhara leaned forward to kiss him, and the instant his tongue slipped into her mouth she knew he wouldn’t be able to resist. In a few minutes his cock would be nestled deep inside her as he claimed her from behind…
“Maybe we should wait until tomorrow,” Jorem said, abruptly pulling away as if he had just broken out of a spell. “The, uh…the other girls should be done now, and I…I should really check in.”
“They are free to watch the training,” Selvhara said. “They could even participate if you think it would help…”
She could actually feel his heart thumping in his chest at the thought of taking all three women together, but he still shook his head and abruptly backed away. “We need to be on the road early if we want to reach Riverbend before nightfall,” he said. “I should really get back to Kaseya.”
“If that is what you wish,” Selvhara murmured. The disappointment in her voice was entirely genuine. “I apologize if I have upset you in some way…”
“No!” Jorem said, throwing up his hands. “No, definitely not. You’ve, um…you’ve given me a lot to think about.”
She forced a smile. “For what it’s worth, I am glad you passed the test. This land desperately needs you, and I promise I will do everything in my power to help.”
He nodded, his eyes drinking in her naked body one last time before he buckled his belt and retrieved his shirt and jacket. “Just try and get some sleep,” he told her. “Like I said, we still have a lot of walking ahead of us.”
“I will be ready,” Selvhara told him. 
Jorem awkwardly shuffled out of the room, and she stood there in place, stunned and silent, for nearly a whole minute. She couldn’t believe that man—especially a human man!—had actually possessed the willpower to walk away from her like that. He must have been genuinely afraid of his companions…or perhaps there were other factors of which she wasn’t yet aware.
Shaking her head in frustration, Selvhara touched her anklet and resummoned her armor then headed down the steps. Just as she turned the corner, she saw Jorem carry Kaseya into one of the rooms they had purchased, and the door slammed shut behind them. Selvhara’s quim began burning again (what in the hell was wrong with her?), and she rushed into the adjacent room. When there was no sign of the Huntress, she started searching the adjoining wall for any gaps in the wood…and easily found one. 
She had wanted to eavesdrop on their conversation—her elven ears probably could have heard everything even if the walls were made of stone—but Jorem and the amazon weren’t talking. He already had her face down on the bed, his hand clutching a thick clump of her red hair while he relentlessly pounded into her from behind. He hadn’t even bothered to take her clothes off; he had just pushed her armored skirt up over her hips.
“Faarea,” Selvhara breathed, sliding her hand down her leg to her anklet. She retracted her armor again and quickly plunged a pair of fingers back inside herself. The primal fire in her quim had gotten so unbearable she couldn’t stand it. This was exactly what she had wanted Jorem to do to her. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had been jealous of another woman, especially a human woman…
The amazon clearly loved every second of it; her bright blue eyes had rolled back into her head, and she whimpered uncontrollably as her taut, statuesque body went limp at his touch. The ruby in her collar glowed even brighter, and Selvhara wished she could feel even a fraction of the euphoric joy shuddering through the other woman…
“Enjoying the show?”
Selvhara whipped her head around just in time to see Valuri standing in the doorway behind her. “I…I meant no offense,” the druid blubbered, quickly removing her hand from her quim. She didn’t understand how anyone could have possibly sneaked up on her, especially a clumsy human wearing boots with such preposterously high heels. “I simply heard them…well…”
“I understand,” the Senosi said, sauntering forward as silently as a ghost. “You’re desperate to catch a glimpse of Kaseya’s tits. Believe me: they’re even more magnificent than you think.”
Selvhara blinked. “That’s not what I—”
“Sure you were,” Valuri said. “I had the same reaction when I first met her. Gods know you couldn’t possibly be interested in seeing Jorem naked…I mean, you already saw the best thing he had to offer few minutes ago.”
The druid tried and failed to swallow her embarrassment. “What?”
“Thanks to that fancy collar, Red feels everything Jorem does,” Valuri said. “She was keeled over shuddering with delight a few minutes ago. Apparently those pretty lips of yours are as good at sucking cock as they are at lying.”
Selvhara shook her head. “I don’t—”
Without warning, the Huntress pounced across the room, grabbed the druid by the shoulders, and threw her down upon the bed. A set of wickedly sharp tiger claws sprung forth from somewhere inside Valuri’s gauntlet and pressed against Selvhara’s throat. 
“Listen to me, little girl, because I’m only going to say this once,” the Huntress snarled, her green eyes narrowing into thin slits. “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust your powers, I don’t trust your intentions, and I definitely don’t trust that you’re here to help. It’s not hard to fool Jorem, especially with a body like yours, and even Red can be gullible in her own way.”
“I don’t—”
“I’m different,” Valuri added. “I’m a distrustful bitch who spent the better part of ten years learning how to lie, manipulate, and kill anyone who got in my way. I know how to recognize a treacherous slut because I see one in the mirror every morning.”
Selvhara swallowed and forced herself to take a deep breath. “I am not trying to steal your lover,” she said. “I needed to taste his blood memory in order to—”
“Honey, I don’t give a damn if you suck his cock,” Valuri interrupted. “I don’t care if he bends you over and fucks you ten times a day as long as he feeds me first. You’ve no idea how lucky you are that Red and I aren’t the jealous types. Hell, I wouldn’t mind having a taste of that hot elven slit of yours. If you are really here to help us fight the Inquisitrix, we’ll have a lot of fun together.”
The druid frowned in confusion. Who the hell was this woman? The sorcerer and the amazon were easy enough to read, but this Huntress…she was something else entirely.
“I swear to you, I only wish to help the sorcerer achieve his true potential,” Selvhara said. “The dragon blood flows through his veins. He and those like him are the only hope of defeating the Conduit before she becomes even more powerful.”
“Maybe,” Valuri said. “But if you’re lying—if you’re planning on betraying us somehow—I just want you to know that I will rip you to fucking pieces if you so much as scratch either of them. Do you understand?”
The druid nodded. She could feel her control slipping; her cursed blood burned in her veins and begged her to strike. Without the One God’s strength flowing through her, its call would have easily overwhelmed her. If they had been outside beneath the light of the moon, she wouldn’t have been able to resist…
But she wasn’t outside, and the One God’s power was coursing through her. She forced herself to take a deep breath and focus. Slaughtering the Huntress now would only jeopardize her mission. She was going to have to figure out a way to seduce the dragon’s harem if she was going to have any chance of teaching him what he needed to know. 
“I will not betray you,” Selvhara said. “I only wish to help.”
“We’ll see,” Valuri replied, leaning up and retracting her claws. “In the meantime…you might as well stay here and enjoy the show. We can chat again in the morning.”
The Huntress glared down at her for a long moment, a dark smile on her face, before she abruptly stood and left the room. This time her heels clicked so loudly on the ground a deaf orc could have heard her approaching. 
“Le’thos,” Selvhara hissed, sitting up. On impulse, she leaned back to the wall and squinted through the gap. At this point Kaseya had finally been stripped naked, and she was lying flat on her back with her chin, tits, and stomach completely splattered with the dragon’s seed. Valuri appeared in front of her a moment later, and then the Huntress quickly knelt over the amazon and began cleaning up the mess with her tongue. Her green eyes began to glow like she were some kind of demon, and she eventually turned and looked right at the gap in the wall, another dark, knowing smile on her face. 
Selvhara leaned back on her haunches and scoffed. Apparently this was going to be more difficult than she’d expected. But that was all right. If the Senosi bitch wanted to play, Selvhara was more than up to the challenge.
Stretching out her hand, the druid watched as her fingernails grew into long, bestial claws. “Let the games begin.”
 
 
 
 
 



6
Pride and Punishment
 
Julian Cassel had lost all sense of time and place. He had flit in and out of consciousness more times than his thirst- and hunger-addled brain could count, and the pain from the Wasting Echo had swelled and retreated over and over like an internal tide. For a while, he had kept himself awake by chewing on his rage. He had imagined the faces of the men and women who had been assigned to guard Hastien’s Fall, and he had thought about all of his other brethren in Highwind who were undoubtedly enduring the same pain he was. And then, of course, he had thought about Serrane. 
How many times has Lasille already fed off of her? How much power does she even have left? Everyone has heard the stories about how those twisted Senosi bitches treat sorcerers. If you can’t figure a way to get out of here, Serrane is doomed. 
Sadly, even his rage hadn’t been able to sustain him forever. Exhaustion had eventually gotten the better of him, and by the time the clatter of approaching boots snapped him awake, he had absolutely no idea how much time he had lost. 
A pair of enemy soldiers appeared in the cubby a moment later, and one of them—a particularly haggard man with an eyepatch—jabbed a pike at the knight’s chest while his comrade unlocked the chains. Cassel’s warrior instincts were screaming at him to take advantage of this opportunity; realistically, two-to-one odds represented the best chance he was likely to get in the near future. But while he could muster the will to fight, his body refused to cooperate. The Wasting Echo had returned in full force, and his body felt like it had aged thirty years in the blink of an eye. He doubted he could overpower one of these men, let alone two of them. The fact that he still wasn’t wearing pants certainly didn’t help. 
Once he was freed from his shackles, the soldiers escorted him back through the caverns. Cassel still wasn’t certain where they were in relation to Highwind or Hastien’s Fall, but these caves must have been built by the orcs of the Shattered Peaks at one time or another. Even though he couldn’t see very far—the torch sconces seemed few and far between—the winding corridors seemed to go on forever. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the Inquisitrix had stationed a small army in here. 
And if Serrane and I can’t figure out a way to warn Highwind about what was going on, the city won’t stand a chance.  
The guards eventually pushed him into another cubby that was vastly more spacious than the makeshift prison. At first glance, it almost looked like the inside of a house: there was a bed, cabinets, and even a fur rug in the middle of the floor. The light was dim but still brighter than anywhere else, and a fresh stream of water snaked around the opposite side almost like a natural aqueduct. 
Cassel’s attention was almost immediately drawn to the bed—or rather, the naked elf woman splayed on top of it. Serrane was lying on her back atop the fur-covered mattress, her arms and legs hogtied behind her back and her head dangling upside down over the edge. Her normally flawless skin glowed red from numerous slaps and lashes, though mercifully none of them appeared to have drawn blood. Her long blonde hair was a golden waterfall spilling across the floor, and she gurgled incomprehensibly into the massive phallic gag lodged in her throat. 
“Isn’t she beautiful?” 
Cassel scoured the shadows for several seconds before he saw the Huntress sitting atop a cabinet, her legs casually crossed and her high-heeled leather boots dangling delicately in the air. 
“You sick, twisted bitch,” Cassel snarled. “Let her g—”
“Oh, don’t bother spouting that self-righteous drek at me,” the Huntress interrupted with a flick of her wrist. “I know how hard you take her. I know how much you enjoy ravaging her precious highborn cunt. She and I had a long, girl-to-girl chat earlier. I know all your secrets.”
He grimaced. “Whatever sadistic shit you have in mind, I won’t cooperate.”
Lasille hopped down from the cabinet and sauntered over to him, the rhythmic click of her heels echoing off the cavern walls. “I’m doing you a favor, paladin. With the snap of my fingers I could summon every one of my men in here, and I could force you to watch them rape her over and over and over again. These two gentlemen could take their turn right now, in fact.”
Cassel grimaced as he struggled to suppress his rage. More than anything, he needed to keep a cool head here. He wasn’t going to be able to fight his way out of this, at least not yet, which meant that he needed to be patient and bide his time. 
“Despite what you may think, I am not a monster,” Lasille said, stopping in front of him and glancing down at his flaccid member. “I don’t want either of you to suffer. On the contrary, I very much prefer it when my pets enjoy themselves.”
Cassel glanced down to Serrane, and he could see the quiet desperation in her bright blue eyes. She looked so weak and helpless, but he also saw a spark of something else. Were her muscles trembling in fear….or anticipation? It didn’t seem possible. No matter how roughly she liked to be treated, no matter how many times they had acted out a capture fantasy, she couldn’t possibly be enjoying this insanity, could she?
Lasille glanced at the guards and gestured to the door. They shuffled off without protest, though the man with the eyepatch leered hungrily at Serrane until the moment he vanished from view. 
“They have been stationed here for some time, and many of them are growing…frustrated,” the Huntress said. “They wouldn’t dare cross me, of course, but I want you to understand the situation. I am protecting her.”
“How generous of you,” Cassel sneered. 
Lasille grinned as she pressed her body against his. He felt her fingers curl around the shaft of his cock as her lips pressed against his ear. “Once you have pledged yourself to the Conduit, I could request that you serve under my command,” she breathed. “We could share this glorious bounty together. Imagine it: no more ‘flirting,’ no more ‘courtship,’ just me feeding off my elven cattle and you relieving yourself in any hole you desire…”
Cassel shook his head even while his cock swelled in her grip. “You’re insane.”
Lasille chuckled and glanced back at Serrane. “What do you say, Cunt? You’re already soaked just thinking about it, aren’t you? Well, no need to worry. I’ll feed off you again soon, but first I think I’ll enjoy a little appetizer…”
The Huntress placed her free hand on Cassel’s back and led him over to Serrane. From here, he could see the elf’s rock-hard nipples and glistening quim. She really was aroused…but for some reason it didn’t make him any less embarrassed about how rigid he had already become.  
“Now make sure you pay attention, Cunt,” Lasille said as she swiveled around Cassel and squatted on her heels in front of him. “Perhaps you’ll learn something.”
After aiming the paladin’s cock a few inches from Serrane’s upside-down face, the Huntress leaned forward and took the swollen tip into her mouth. Cassel pressed his eyes shut and bit down on his lip as he tried and failed to resist the warm, welcoming wetness of her tongue and throat. He was an experienced enough lover that he might have been able to control himself if she had been an amateur…but it was immediately apparent that the opposite was true. She knew precisely what she was doing, from the way her fingers sensuously stroked the shaft to the way her tongue lovingly lathered the tip. And when his eyes inevitably cracked back open, he saw her looking right back at him.
Escar have mercy…
“Does it drive you mad to see how easily I could make him spill?” Lasille taunted between licks. “Maybe your pretty elven mouth isn’t so special after all.”
Opening wide, Lasille leaned forward and swallowed Cassel whole. His hand instinctively reached out to grab the back of her head, but he stopped himself at the last instant. He refused to give her the satisfaction…
The Huntress giggled playfully when she finally pulled away. “You are far stronger willed than the rest of your order. Good, I prefer a challenge.”
“What do you even want?” Cassel asked between clenched teeth. “What are you trying to prove, other than the fact you’re a whore?”
“Careful, my little knight,” she said, squeezing his cock hard enough it started to hurt. “If you don’t behave, I’ll just have to turn this majestic stem of yours into another gag. My shelf is looking quite barren these days…”
Cassel grimaced at the sight of the phallus currently lodged down Serrane’s throat. Be calm. Be patient. You just have to wait for the right moment to make your move…
“That’s better,” Lasille said, lathering the tip again. “Now, as much as I would love to taste you, first it’s time for us to play a little game. This Cunt here is on a quest for self-discovery, you see. She still refuses to admit what she truly is.” The Huntress leaned back and smacked Serrane’s breasts hard enough to leave a streak of red. “That’s why you are going to help me enlighten her.”
“I already told you that I’m not going to play your sick, twisted little games,” Cassel snarled. 
“If you don’t, my men will gladly take your place,” Lasille said. “Shall I call them back in?”
The knight’s lip twitched, but he couldn’t bring himself to reply. He was powerless and she knew it; there was little point in pretending otherwise.  
“I didn’t think so,” the Huntress said. “Now, the terms of this game are quite simple: I am going to feed off of your woman, and you are going to feed her your cock. If you spill down her gullet before she gives me what I want, I’ll have no choice but to ask my men for assistance.”
Cassel glanced down to Serrane’s dangling head. “What?”
“Consider it a test of your paladin discipline…and her elven pride,” Lasille said, dragging her fingertips across the length of his shaft as she stood. “As I said, she still refuses to admit what she really is. Perhaps this lesson will finally open her mind to the truth.”
Chuckling wickedly, Lasille grabbed his thigh and pulled him so close to Serrane that his aching member was barely an inch from the elf’s upside-down chin. The Huntress then unstrapped the phallic gag, and she slowly pulled the long, thick member from Serrane’s throat. 
“You bitch!” the ranger spat as she panted for breath. “I swear I will—”
Lasille clamped her hand over Serrane’s mouth and shook her head. “You see what I mean? She still denies herself all this obvious pleasure. It’s a shame, really. But that is why you and I are going to help her see the light.”
Cassel hissed softly between his teeth. Did the Inquisitrix intentionally chose the most sadistic women to become Huntresses, or did their training mold them into monsters? Either way, the final result was every bit as vile as he had been led to believe. This bitch was almost as twisted as a bloody dark elf priestess…
 “Now, be good little paladin and give this damsel the help she needs, would you?” Lasille grinned and removed her hand. “It’s your cock or theirs, my dear. Make your choice.”
Swallowing heavily, Cassel leaned forward and placed the tip of his cock against Serrane’s lips. It slipped through them easily, just like it had done a hundred times before. He knew the smooth, scalding contours of her throat every bit as well as the walls of her quim, yet he still had to ball his hands into fists to keep himself from exploding. 
“Marvelous,” Lasille breathed as she slowly dragged a long fingernail across the elf’s bulging throat. “Now we can both give her what she really wants.”
The Huntress vaulted up and onto the bed with supernatural speed, and she quickly wedged herself between the ranger’s thighs and kissed her trembling quim. “You see?” Lasille asked, her lips already glistening. A moment later, her eyes and tattoos began to glow. “She’s already soaked just thinking about me…about us.”
Cassel bit down on his lip as the heat of Serrane’s throat enveloped the length of his manhood. He was going to have to restrain himself, otherwise there was no way in hell he would be able to hold out for more than a few seconds. And he was ashamed to admit that looking down at the elf’s naked, hogtied body only made it worse…
“Let the games begin,” Lasille said. “And if I think for a moment that you’re holding back and not playing along, I’ll have ten other men take your place.”
Pressing his tongue hard into the back of his teeth, Cassel gently placed his hands on Serrane’s shoulder blades and began thrusting into her throat in earnest. Her gurgles were every bit as familiar to him as her whimpers, but they still drove him crazy. He couldn’t deny the primal, masculine joy he felt at knowing his manhood was buried to the hilt inside the throat of a beautiful woman…
“Escar,” he breathed, “grant me strength!”
Lasille glanced up from her feast. Half her face was already glistening with Serrane’s juices. “Your gods can’t save you. The only way out is for your lover to embrace the truth before it’s too late…”
The Huntress dove back in. While her tongue flicked across the elf’s sodden slit, Lasille slipped a pair of fingers inside. Serrane’s entire body heaved and trembled; Cassel could see the muscles in her taut stomach contracting, and he could feel the shudders rippling through every part of her body. Her body loved every part of this whether her mind wanted to or not…
“Surrender,” Lasille taunted. “Give me what I want. Give yourself what you want! Your friend won’t be able to hold out much longer…”
Cassel clenched his teeth as he thrust deeper and deeper. He only had a few seconds left, and Serrane was on the verge as well. He knew she would hold back…unless he gave her the one thing she couldn’t possibly resist. 
Leaning forward, the paladin grabbed a firm hold of Serrane’s tits and slammed into her so hard she couldn’t possibly breathe. His movements were brutal. Savage. And worst of all, they would push him over the edge in a matter of instants. 
But Cassel had a feeling that being so thoroughly dominated would push her over the edge even quicker. And he was right. 
Serrane’s entire body convulsed like she had just been electrocuted, and she cried out in a muffled scream of ecstasy. The Huntress fed hungrily, greedily, and her face lit up in delight…
At which point Cassel completely lost control. But instead of pumping his load down Serrane’s throat, he pulled out at the last instant and pointed his member at Lasille. She glanced up just in time for the first volley to splatter across her face, and the second and third spurts left long, dangling strands across her nose and chin. 
Cassel assumed (and hoped!) that the Huntress would be furious, but he should have known better. If anything his scalding seed only pushed her over the edge. She cried out in ecstasy, and if he hadn’t been so drained himself this would have been the perfect opportunity to strike. His strength was already waning, however, and he slumped back on his haunches and watched in stunned silence as Lasille came down. 
“Magnificent,” she said, her eyes fluttering open.  “You have no idea how much I wish you had the gift. Oh, I could feast upon the two of you forever…”
She returned to feasting on Serrane’s quim, utterly unconcerned about the mess on her face. Cassel shook his head, bewildered and mesmerized in equal measure, until he heard the sound of footfalls from the corridor again. The rattle of heavy armor soon followed, and he turned back just as another of the soldiers peeked his head inside. 
“I’m…er…I’m sorry to interrupt you, mistress, but we just received word from—”
“What?” Lasille snarled as she glanced up. With her face still covered in seed and her eyes still blazing green she looked more like a demoness than a human woman.  
“W-we just received w-word from Hastien’s Fall,” the soldier said, his voice quivering like a man who earnestly feared that his testicles were on the line. “Our scouts spotted Highwind soldiers on the road…they will be at the tower within a few hours.”
For a moment, Cassel actually thought the Huntress might grab her crossbow and shoot the man dead where he stood. But instead she hissed under her breath and vaulted back to her feet, apparently unconcerned by her appearance.  
“Is there a reason you and your men can’t handle this on your own?” Lasille demanded. 
“Uh…y-you had asked to be informed if Highwind sent reinforcements,” the soldier blubbered. “I assumed you would—”
Lasille snarled at him, and Cassel was honestly surprised the man didn’t piss himself right then and there. “Very well,” she spat. “Get the knight back to his cell while I clean up.”
“Y-yes, mistress.”
The soldier signaled into the shadows, and two more men shuffled forward to help him. Cassel didn’t bother fighting this time; he doubted he had the strength left to hurt them anyway.
“One more thing, Lieutenant,” Lasille said, stopping in front of Serrane. “Make certain no one touches my pet while I’m gone. If I find a single hair out of place, I will feed you your own balls before I rip out your throat. Do you understand?”
The man nodded. “I understand perfectly, mistress.”
“Good. Now get out of here.”
The soldiers quickly dragged Cassel out of the chamber, and he grimaced when he saw another group of them getting ready to march. While he was sitting in here playing bizarre sex games with a Senosi Huntress, the Vorsalosians were preparing to butcher another group of loyal Highwind soldiers—maybe even more Knights of the Silver Fist. He had to do something…
But then a fresh spike of pain lanced through his back and reminded him that this “Wasting Echo” severely limited his options. He was unarmed, half-naked, and apparently suffering from some kind of horrible magical withdrawal. What the hell could he possibly do?
The whole point of being a paladin is figuring out ways to beat impossible odds when lives are on the line. You had better think of something…and fast!
Unfortunately, Cassel still hadn’t come up with a way to save the world on his own by the time they returned to his cell, and the guards immediately reshackled his arms above his head. They were almost bizarrely gentle; he could only assume they were terrified of bruising their mistress’s new prize. 
They stormed out of the chamber as quickly as they had stormed in, and Cassel could hear them join the other soldiers in the corridor outside. Whether out of fear or professionalism, they only took a few minutes to organize themselves and head out. Soon the caves were quiet again, and Cassel drew in a deep breath and tried to imagine some way he could possibly exploit this opportunity…
“I did not expect to see you again.”
He gasped and glanced back into the shadows. As before, he could barely make out the silhouette of the Eternal Priestess in the darkness. He had almost forgotten he wasn’t alone in here…
“The Huntress seems determined to keep me alive,” Cassel said. “Lucky me.”
“And your elven friend?” Tahira asked. 
“She, uh…she could be worse,” he managed. 
The priestess’s chain rattled. “The Huntress will keep her alive as long as possible. Sorcerers are little more than cattle to the Senosi.”
“Believe me, I know,” Cassel murmured. His mind started racing with all the terrible things that might happen to them over the next few days, but he grit his teeth and forced himself to concentrate on the here and now. “You wouldn’t happen to have any concealed weapons stashed in your robes somewhere, would you? A dagger, a knife, a portable ballista…?”
“No,” Tahira said. 
“Yeah, well, it was worth a try,” he said, tugging futilely at his chains. “Escar’s mercy…”
Cassel wasn’t sure how long he hung there in silence desperately trying to conjure up an escape plan, but eventually he heard footsteps approaching from the corridor again. From the tone of their voices, the men seemed to be arguing about something…
“…sick of this shit! We was promised spoils, and we ain’t had nothin’ for weeks!”
“Keep your cock in your pants,” another voice put in. “We haven’t even taken the damn city yet.”
“I don’t give a shit. We got a pile of gold in one cubby and a naked elf cunt in the other. So why in the bloody hell ain’t we gettin’ a taste?
“Because that isn’t how it works. And you better not get any ideas—if you so much as look at that elf again, Lasille will chop off your balls so fast you’ll forget you’re a man.”
“Yeah, well, I’m sick of waitin’. If she gets to play with her toys, then we damn well better get some of our own.”
The second man snorted. “You are not touching that elf.”
“Who said anything about the elf? We got ourselves another perfectly fine cunt right ‘ere…”
“That crazy siren? I’m not touching her!”
“Then go tug yourself off in the corner. I’m gonna have me some fun.”
The same one-eyed soldier Cassel had seen earlier appeared around the corner, a lecherous scowl on his face. He thrust his lantern forward and hung it upon the wall, and Cassel’s eyes were so dilated he had to squint away from the dim light. The long shadows in the cubby retreated for the first time, however, and the paladin finally got a real look at his cellmate. 
Unsurprisingly, she was a near-exact copy of the other Eternal Priestesses Captain Dravis had described at great length: long red hair, bright green eyes, and a black “robe” that looked far more appropriate for a brothel than a place of worship. The corset-style top cradled and exaggerated her already ample breasts, and it immediately split open in a “V” that gave everyone an unobstructed view of her stomach and the intricate red tattoo surrounding her navel. To top it all off, her slender legs were sheathed by a pair of thigh-high leather boots that seemed to go on forever. 
“Hey, there, sweetheart,” One Eye said. “Finally ready to earn your next meal?”
Tahira shrunk back against the wall, which only made the man chuckle as he unfastened his belt. His cock sprang out of his trousers, and he quickly stroked himself to full length. 
“Ah, don’t worry yourself, luv, I ain’t gonna rape ya,” the man said. “Just open that pretty mouth of yours so I can give you your supper…”
“Get away from her,” Cassel snarled. 
The soldier turned and glared at Cassel as if he had forgotten the paladin was even there. “You’re lucky the vampire considers you a pet,” the soldier shot back. “But I wouldn’t test my luck if I were you.”
“If you so much as lay a hand on that woman, I will shatter every bone in that ugly face of yours,” Cassel said.
One Eye froze in place for a fraction of a second, rattled by the intensity of the paladin’s glare. Cassel might have been chained and severed from his magic, but his years in the Silver Fist had taught him as much about intimidating thugs as beating them to a pulp. He knew what to say and how to say it. 
Sadly, even the scariest glare in the multiverse couldn’t overcome the fact he wasn’t wearing pants. 
“Just for that, I’m gonna make it rough,” the soldier said, grabbing a clump of Tahira’s hair. “Her voice won’t never be the same when I’m done wit’ her.”
“Last warning,” Cassel said, bracing himself. “Step away from the girl.”
One Eye laughed and jerked Tahira’s head within an inch of his member. “Open up, sweetheart. And I swear to the gods, if I feel the slightest scratch from them teeth I’ll break ‘em out of your pretty mouth…”
He wrenched her hair even harder as he thrust his cock towards her lips…
And then Cassel moved. Bracing his dangling feet flat against the wall for added momentum, he kicked out and swung his calves up onto One Eye’s shoulders. He squeezed them together, locking the soldier’s neck in a hold, though Cassel knew he couldn’t possibly choke the man this way. 
Fortunately, he didn’t need to. The instant the man released Tahira and grabbed the paladin’s legs, Cassel cried out and twisted his body as hard as he possibly could, catching the other man off-balance and effectively throwing him against the wall. One Eye’s face slammed right into a particularly jagged piece of hewn stone, and the crunch of his nose shattering sounded like a boot squashing a dozen hard-shelled beetles. One Eye shrieked in agony, but Cassel wasn’t finished—he slammed the man into the wall again and again, raw adrenaline fueling his leg muscles in the absence of magic. And with a final disgusting crack of forehead on the stone, One Eye went limp and toppled to the cavern floor. 
“I warned you,” Cassel said, lowering his blood-splattered legs. He was surprised when he didn’t immediately hear a storm of boots thundering towards them; apparently the man’s friend hadn’t even wanted to hear the “festivities.”
“By the Goddess…” Tahira breathed. She was trembling so severely she probably would have curled into a ball if not for the chains holding her arms in place—or rather, one of her arms. Apparently the soldier’s face had collided with the wall-mounted bracket during the scrum. The hinge had warped badly enough that her willowy wrist had slid free. 
“It will be all right,” Cassel said, wishing he believed it. He didn’t even want to imagine what was going to happen when more soldiers stumbled in here and saw the mess. The Huntress probably wouldn’t return for several hours, and without her to protect him…
“You…you killed him!” Tahira blubbered.
“He might just be unconscious,” Cassel said. “Though I doubt even his mother will recognize him when he gets up.”
“Why…” Tahira swallowed and shook her head. “Why would you do such a thing?” 
Cassel frowned. “What?”
“Why would you endanger yourself on my behalf?”
“Are you serious?” he asked. “He was about to rape you!”
“Yes, but…” She finally forced herself to look away from the mangled soldier. “You are not at all what I expected.”
He blinked. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“My sisters told me many tales about the Knights of the Silver Fist. They described your people as selfish, lustful, and crude.”
Cassel snorted. “Yeah, well, I’ve heard a lot of stories about your little Eternal Coven, too, and they didn’t exactly paint your religion in the best light.”
Tahira swallowed again. “Perhaps we should dispense with our preconceptions.”
“Sure, why not,” he muttered, stretching out his legs and wishing he could rub them. This pain had nothing to do with the Echo—he had twisted his muscles the old-fashioned way, and hanging here like this wasn’t doing his back any favors. 
Not that he expected it to matter for long. He still didn’t hear anyone approaching, but it was only a matter of time…
Tahira’s chains rattled across the floor, and he turned just in time to see her stand up. With her right arm freed, she had quite a bit more mobility, though still not enough to reach the fallen soldier’s weapon. Not that she would have had any idea what to do with it—he doubted she had even held a sword before. 
“I wish I could soothe your pain,” she whispered. “My sisters were skilled healers. They could have eased your suffering with little more than a touch and a prayer to the Goddess.”
“It’s all right,” Cassel said. “I could have healed myself not that long ago.”
Tahira stretched out her free hand and touched the side of his leg. “I do not wish you to suffer any more pain on my behalf,” she whispered. “I am not worth—”
Cassel inhaled sharply as a wave of heat inexplicably crashed over him. He felt like he had just been submerged in a hot spring…or had a bucket of water dumped over his head. It only took him a moment to realize that the heat was actually emanating from Tahira’s fingers…and that, inexplicably, it had completely washed away the lingering pain from the Wasting Echo.
“What the hell…?” he gasped. 
Tahira hopped in place and pulled her hand away. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you!”
Cassel bit down on his lip and tried to focus. The mundane pain in his legs hadn’t receded; if anything, it seemed a little sharper without the full-body ache to siphon part of his attention. But something had definitely changed. He almost felt like a normal human being again. On impulse, he closed his eyes and reached out to the Aether…
And unbelievably—impossibly—it answered his call. 
“Escar,” Cassel breathed. “Grant me your strength!”
A surge of familiar power coursed through him, bolstering every muscle in his body. Without his hands he couldn’t channel a healing spell, but right now his primary focus was breaking free from his restraints. He stretched and pulled against the cuffs, hoping he could shatter them outright. The metal groaned as it began to buckle. He only needed a bit more power…
But then, inexplicably, he felt the Aether slipping away again. 
“Oh, no,” he rasped. “No, not…argh!”
As the Aether faded, the now familiar pain of the Wasting Echo swept in to take its place. Cassel’s muscles wilted, his spine twisted, and his lungs struggled to draw breath. He knew in his heart that this would be the end; the gods had apparently decided to give him one last taste of power before they brutally stripped it away. 
“Goddess have mercy…” Tahira breathed, clasping her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry…I don’t understand…”
Cassel clenched his teeth and tried desperately not to scream. Being impaled by a sword couldn’t have possibly hurt this much. He swore someone was actually reaching inside his body and trying to rip his heart straight out of his chest. He forced himself to concentrate on something—anything—else. The sweet softness of Serrane’s lips, the silky contours of her body, the warm clutch of her quim…
It didn’t work. Memories of the physical world couldn’t compete with the bitter agony rending his soul. He could feel his consciousness slipping as the Echo overwhelmed him—
And then Tahira placed her hand back upon him, and once again the pain completely disappeared.
Cassel sucked in a breath he desperately needed, and he glanced down at the delicate fingers upon his leg. He couldn’t explain why or how, but her touch was like a salve. The Wasting Echo receded just like before, and a moment later the empowering warmth of the Aether rushed in to take its place. 
“How…” he rasped.  “How are you doing this?”
Tahira shook her head. “Doing what? I don’t—!”
“No!” Cassel shouted when she retracted her hand again. “Don’t take it away, please!”
She touched him again, her face creased with concern and confusion and fear. He forced himself to swallow and take a deep breath, and he reached out to the Aether and tried one more time to burst himself free…
“Ah!” Cassel roared as the chains shattered and he collapsed to the ground. He struggled to lower his arms—his shoulders seemed like they were frozen in place after hanging for so long. But with his hands finally free, he clasped his forearm and channeled a healing spell through his body. Ache by ache, bruise by bruise, the pain withered away. 
“Goddess, I do not understand,” Tahira breathed when he frantically locked his hand with hers. “What is happening?”
“I have no idea,” Cassel said, struggling to catch his breath. “But please…don’t let go.”
She squeezed his hand more tightly as he tried to steady himself. A thousand potential explanations raced through his mind, each more insane than the last. None of this made a damn bit of sense.
“This is not possible,” she said. “The Wasting Echo…you have been severed from the Aether!”
“I know,” Cassel said. “I can’t explain why, but as long as you’re touching me I can feel its power again.”
Tahira shook her head. “That does not make any sense.”
“Maybe not, but it’s real.” 
“But…” Tahira shook her head again. “I’m not even a priestess! I’ve never channeled a spell before!”
Cassel closed his eyes and basked in the warm rush of the energy flowing through him. Overchanneling was dangerous, though typically sorcerers were the only ones at risk. Their innate connection to the Aether allowed them to muster far more power, and they all ran the risk of burning themselves out. He had never known what that might feel like…until now. A minute ago he had been completely helpless, but now he swore he could channel more energy than he had ever dreamed possible. 
“I don’t know why or how, but touching you…” Cassel shook his head. “It’s as if you are the one connecting to me to the Aether. You’re like a rope or a bridge or a—” He froze in place as the word stuck in his head. “A Conduit.”
Tahira stared back at him, her green eyes as confused and anxious as ever. Cassel leaned back and studied her as if for the first time…and it was only then that he noticed the faint glow from behind the diaphanous strands of her black robe. 
“Your tattoo,” he whispered. 
Tahira glanced down at the intricate symbol encircling her navel. The ink had been red just a few moments ago, but now had inexplicably transformed to a soft, luminescent blue. 
“What…?” she breathed, placing her fingers upon her belly. “I don’t—”
Cassel abruptly placed his fingers against her lips when he heard the shuffling of movement outside. For a moment, he had almost forgotten that they were in a prison. Apparently they had finally made enough noise to draw some real attention…
“Shit,” he rasped, diving for One Eye’s fallen blade. He picked it up then beckoned her to corner. “Over here!”
He lunged towards the cavern wall by the doorway and flattened himself against the stone. Tahira couldn’t quite move that far; the chains binding her ankles and left arm kept her leashed too close to the other wall. She stretched out her hand, and Cassel held onto it as long as possible while the clatter of footsteps grew louder and louder…
“What the hell is….oh, fuck!” one of the guards blurted out when he saw the broken chains and the bloody face of his comrade on the ground. He reached for his sword—
But never had the chance to draw it. Releasing his grip on Tahira, Cassel clutched his blade in both in both hands, rushed forward, and cleaved the soldier’s head from his shoulders. Blood showered the cubby, and the two other men still standing in the doorway gaped in horror when their companion’s corpse clattered to the ground.
Cassel exploited their hesitation as best he could. He lunged right at them, screaming like a frenzied Roskarim berserker, and they weren’t the least bit ready for him. He whirled between them, battering aside their defenses with magically-enhanced strength and speed. He struck the first man just above his gorget, slashing open his throat and splattering the corridor with gore. The second man, horrified at the sight, actually tried to run before Cassel plunged a sword through his chest. 
“We need to move,” he said, breathing heavily. “It won’t take them long to…”
He paused when he saw Tahira trembling in terror at the sight of the bodies. If she had been horrified before, this time she was completely paralyzed with shock. The blood sprayed across her robe probably wasn’t helping.
“It’s all right,” Cassel soothed, stepping forward. The Aether was already slipping away from him like sand through an hourglass, but when he touched her arm it all came rushing back. “Just close your eyes and try to take a deep breath.”
Cassel appreciated how she felt; he hadn’t slept for three days after his first battle, and every once in a while his nightmares would still be haunted by the face of the first man he’d killed. But unfortunately, he didn’t have time to console her. If they were going to get out of here, they needed to move while they had the element of surprise. For all he knew there were a hundred more soldiers lurking somewhere in the cave. Hell, there could have been a thousand soldiers lurking somewhere in the cave. The Inquisitrix and her goons had obviously been planning an attack on Highwind for a very long time. 
“I’m going to get you out of here, Tahira,” Cassel said, squeezing her arm. “Just stay close to me and I’ll protect you, I promise.”
For a long moment he feared she might pass out, but instead she nodded and visibly braced herself. “I understand.”
He flashed her the warmest smile he could manage under the circumstances, and it was entirely genuine. She had probably never lifted a real weapon in her life, but he could tell she had more of a backbone than half the squires in the Silver Fist. No one deserved to suffer what she had suffered, not even crazy cultists who dressed like south-side strumpets.   
“We’ll get through this,” he told her. “Once we free General Serrane, we’ll carve our way out of here if we have to.”
Cassel leaned down and started stripping the armor off the nearest corpse. The brigandine hauberk looked like it was at least close to the right size, and more importantly so did the trousers. He rifled around for anything they could possibly use while he got dressed—keys, maps, anything—and mercifully no one stormed inside to interrupt him. 
He dragged Tahira into the cavern once he was ready, and he was a little surprised when they weren’t clogged with soldiers. He remembered how to reach Serrane’s prison, thankfully, and Lasille had only stationed two guards outside. The passages were dim enough that the soldiers didn’t even realize Cassel was their enemy until he was right on top of them, and he dispatched them just as easily as the other guards. 
“Come on,” he said, grabbing Tahira’s hand and pulling her along just to keep her from staring at the fresh bodies.  Lasille’s chamber was just as she had left it, though Serrane had been tied down on the bed with her ankles and wrists bound to the bedposts. She looked up at him in surprise, the phallic gag lodged back in her throat. 
“How…?” she breathed when he removed it and slashed apart her restraints. 
“It’s a long story,” Cassel said, squeezing her arm. 
Serrane’s eyes flashed over to Tahira. “Is she—?”
“An Eternal Priestess, yes. Like I said, it’s a long story. But it’s only a matter of time before someone finds the bodies. We need to get out of here.”
A thousand unspoken questions danced across Serrane’s face, but thankfully her warrior instincts kicked in and buried them. The now useless scraps of her armor were still scattered on the floor, but she stole some basic clothes and a cloak from Lasille’s dresser.
“We could try our luck swimming,” Cassel said, pointing to the flowing water running along the side of the room. “Otherwise we just have to hope that the entrance isn’t too far away.”
“We’re not going anywhere without our weapons,” Serrane said.
He paused. “The longer we stay here, the greater the risk.”
“Without Lasille to protect them, they can’t stop us,” she said, her hands balling into fists at her side. “But I can’t wait for them to try.”
 
 



7
Blood of the Dragon
 
Jorem awoke slowly amidst a pile of limbs and clothing, and he was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t hear the roar of wyverns or the heavy footfalls of soldiers outside. A part of him wished he could stay like this forever, especially when his hand settled upon the silky smooth skin of Kaseya’s thigh. She was still mostly slung over him, though her head and face were completely buried beneath an ocean of red hair. Smiling down at her, he gently brushed the locks from her eyes and face, but she didn’t even stir. Evidently the lack of sleep from the previous night had finally caught up with her. 
Valuri was lying face down on the bed right behind the amazon, and she genuinely looked dead. She always slept like a brick after a big meal; they were honestly lucky she wasn’t snoring too. Between him and Kaseya, they had probably given her Senosi tattoos enough sustenance to last all week. Not that he expected Val to pace herself in the slightest…
Grunting, Jorem leaned back and tried to enjoy the moment even as his thoughts flashed back to last night—specifically, to his conversation and “test” with Selvhara. He still felt bad for scurrying away from her as awkwardly as he had; hopefully he hadn’t hurt her feelings. She still seemed a little crazy—and more than a little dangerous—but that had never stopped him before. Valuri was crazy and dangerous too, but he hadn’t been able to walk away from her when they had first met.
Probably because you weren’t running away from the girl; you were running away from everything she told you.
 Jorem sighed and flexed his fingers in front of his face. He didn’t feel any differently than he had a few days ago, and he still thought the whole concept of transforming into a dragon seemed ludicrous. But if Selvhara was right about all of this…what did it actually mean? 
“Do you believe her?”
He inhaled sharply and glanced down at Kaseya, but her eyes were still closed. “What?”
“Do you trust her test? Do you really think it’s possible you carry the dragon blood?”
Jorem let out a long, slow breath and shrugged. “I’m still not sure I believe any sorcerer can transform into a dragon, let alone me.”
Her eyes finally fluttered open as her hand brushed gently over his chest. “You’ve heard the stories,” Kaseya said softly. “You’ve read the books.”
“Stories are usually just lies that stood the test of time,” he muttered. “And just because something is written down doesn’t mean it’s true either. For all we know the Avetharri made up the whole thing to seem more powerful than they really were.”
“I find that difficult to believe. Supposedly a new generation of Wyrm Lords have already risen in Varellon.”
“Yeah, well, supposedly Highwind is run by smart and sensible people who keep the best interests of the people at heart.” 
Kaseya dragged her fingertips across his belly in the way that always sent a delighted shiver down his spine. “You’re afraid.”
“Huh?”
“You are afraid the druid might be telling the truth. You are afraid of what it might mean.”
Jorem sighed. The downside of having a magical telepathic connection with your lover was that you could never hide anything from her. The upside…well, the upside was the sheer number of times he had exploded all over her last night. 
“Maybe I am,” he admitted. “But to be honest, I’m far more afraid of what we’re going to find the farther north we travel. I half expected to wake up with the Vorsalosian army camped outside the inn.”
“We should head out soon,” Kaseya told him. 
Jorem nodded idly. “You know, sooner or later Selvhara will figure out that you are a sorcerer too. Maybe you’ll also pass the test.”
“Perhaps. I am looking forward to her performing it.”
He grinned and craned his neck to face her. “Is that so?”
“She is quite attractive,” Kaseya said. “And based on what I felt from her performance last night, she is also quite skilled.”
Jorem felt his cheeks flush ever-so-slightly. “Look, I still don’t know what came over me. And it’s not a competition.”
“I know,” Kaseya said, grinning as her hand drifted beneath his trousers. “A competition implies that either combatant could win. But in this case, I know I cannot be defeated.”
Her fingers freed his cock, and she slithered her way down the bed until she could take him back into her soft, sweet mouth. Jorem winced, half in delight and half in exhaustion as he hardened at her touch. 
“You really don’t have to,” he told her. 
“How long will it take before you realize I want to,” Kaseya asked as she rolled her tongue over the head. 
“Honey, after last night…I don’t know if I have anything left for you.”
“You always find a way.”
And he did, of course. Kaseya eagerly lapped up every drop, and they spent at least half an hour kissing and cuddling before they finally decided enough was enough. Waking Valuri was the hardest part; she was as groggy as a hibernating bear and twice as angry. Thankfully another bath mostly returned her to the world of the living, and after a quick bite to eat they were ready to go. 
Or rather, three of them were ready to go. 
“Where the hell is wolf girl?” Valuri asked as she glanced around the Valecrest.
“I’m not sure,” Jorem admitted. “I suppose she could still be sleeping.”
Valuri frowned. “You never opened the door and checked?”
“Uh…no,” he murmured, glancing back at the second room they had rented. 
“Why the hell not?”
Jorem pursed his lips. “I, um…”
“He is still not certain what to think of her,” Kaseya said, leaning against the wall and crossing her arms. “And he is embarrassed at how awkwardly they parted company last night. She wanted to fornicate, but he refused.”
Jorem clenched his teeth. “That’s not…I mean….” He sighed. “Maybe that collar is a bad idea after all.”
Valuri arched a black eyebrow at him. “Wait, you actually said ‘no’ to a woman? Has that ever happened before?” She snorted and shook her head. “If she knew anything about you she would probably be insulted. I mean, you couldn’t reject a one-tooth scullery maid who—”
“Enough,” Jorem growled.
Valuri’s grin only got wider. “Was she that bad? Did she accidentally nick you with one of her fangs?”
Jorem closed his eyes and seethed quietly. Defending himself would only make it worse…
“She was quite talented, actually,” Kaseya said. The ruby in her collar glowed softly she probed his thoughts. “He is embarrassed about how much he enjoyed it.”
“Gods, don’t you start,” he muttered. 
The girls shared a giggle at his expense, and he finally lunged forward and knocked at the door. When no one replied, he turned the handle and pushed it open…
Only to see a large grey-white wolf curled up into a ball on the floor next to the bed. 
“You’re kidding me,” Valuri whispered. “That is—”
“Adorable,” Kaseya said.
Jorem grunted softly and shook his head. Selvhara appeared to be dreaming; her eyes were fluttering beneath her lids, and one of her hind legs twitched every few seconds. He had no idea what to do besides stare vacantly.
“Why do we always attract the strangest people?” Valuri whispered. “You’re like an insanity magnet.”
“Is that why you’re here?”
“Probably,” she said, kneeling down in front of the wolf. “Maybe we should see if the innkeeper sells a muzzle.”
Jorem sighed. “We don’t need to…”
He trailed off when the wolf’s yellow eyes abruptly flicked open. It immediately whimpered and rolled over, and a few seconds later its thick fur began to recede as it stood upright. The room filled with the same disturbing snaps and pops Jorem had heard on the beach as Selvhara’s entire skeletal structure reconfigured itself before their eyes. It would have been horrifying if it weren’t so amazing. After a few seconds, a naked elf woman was standing before them again. 
“Vinyathrim, luvasta amin,” she gasped. “I am so sorry! I didn’t mean to…I must have overslept.”
“It’s all right,” Jorem said, struggling as always to keep his eyes on her face and not her body. “We were just about to head out.”
“Were you chasing a rabbit or a squirrel?” Valuri asked.
Selvhara blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
“You were dreaming. Do werewolves chase rabbits and squirrels, or do you go after small human children instead?”
Jorem clamped his hand over her mouth and glared at her. “Keep your damn voice down!”
“We really should get on the road,” Kaseya said, the faintest smile on her lips. “Though I suspect you will wish to get dressed.”
Selvhara hopped in place when she belatedly realized she was nude. “Faarea!” she gasped as she smacked her anklet and summoned her armor. “I’m sorry. Again…”
“Come,” Kaseya beckoned. “Let us leave.”
The group was back on the road a few minutes later, and the amazon pushed them to maintain a brisk, borderline jogging pace for several hours straight. By the time midday rolled around, Jorem almost wished he had taken Valuri’s advice and stolen a horse from the Valecrest. The roads were well maintained in this part of the region, but he genuinely wasn’t sure how much more walking he could take. Perhaps Val was right and he really had gotten a bit pudgy sitting around on the beaches of Nol Krovos…
They eventually stopped for a meal near a stream on the side of the road, Jorem started a small campfire to help Valuri warm up while they rested. Just like before, Selvhara seemed immune to the chill despite the fact she was essentially traipsing around in her underwear. She didn’t eat anything, either, and Jorem added it to the list of curiosities he needed to ask her about at some point. 
While Kaseya wandered off to scout the area, the druid spent several minutes flitting about the edge of the stream before she returned to their camp with a handful of a flowers and roots. Jorem couldn’t figure out what she was doing until she began pounding them together with the flat of her palm.
“You don’t have to refuse rations just to be polite, you know,” Valuri mumbled as she sprawled out in front of the fire. “Eating a bunch of dirt isn’t going to impress anyone.”
“I am not preparing a meal,” Selvhara said. Her eyes narrowed in concentration as she carefully plucked the petals from an orange flower. “I was not aware that firenettle grew in this part of the world.”
Jorem eyed the flower for a long moment. His understanding of botany rivaled his understanding of rocks and fauna—which was to say, he didn’t know a damn thing. 
“Is it important somehow?” he asked. 
“Very,” Selvhara replied, nodding. “With the karnac root as a base, I can brew an elixir that should help stimulate your ancestral memories.”
Jorem blinked. “Is that even possible?”
“Yes. There are no guarantees, of course, but I thought it would be as good a place as any to start.”
He glanced down at Valuri and saw his own skepticism reflected on her face. He had never been overly fond of alchemists in general, and he definitely wasn’t interested in being anyone’s experiment. Still, he remained silent and watched her work regardless. If nothing else, her ability to mulch a bunch of plants into useable powder without any real tools was downright remarkable. She didn’t even have a mortar and pestle. 
“This should work,” Selvhara said after she had tossed several pinches into a waterskin. “I can make a more powerful mixture with proper supplies from the city, but this may still aid you.”
She strode over to Jorem and offered him the skin, but he waved her away with his hand. “How about we start with something else?” he asked. “I, uh…I never like to drink strange potions this soon after a meal.”
“It will not harm you,” Selvhara said.
“Be that as it may, I’d still rather not.”
“I see,” she murmured, lowering the skin. His stomach sank when he saw the disappointment on her face—he felt like he had just kicked a puppy.
“You said you traveled all the way here from Varellon to find a sorcerer capable of transforming into a dragon,” Valuri said, leaning up on an elbow. “If you didn’t know that firenettle grew here, you must have had some idea how you would teach him.”
Selvhara pursed her lips. “As I have said before, the key is unlocking his ancestral memories.”
“Well, we could always cut him and make him drink his own blood,” Valuri suggested. “Or maybe he should just learn to suck his own cock.”
Jorem turned and shot her a baleful glare. Naturally, it only made her snicker. 
“I do not see how that would help him,” Selvhara said. 
“It probably wouldn’t, but it would still be hilarious to watch.”
“Just ignore her,” Jorem said. “How do dragons normally ‘unlock this memory?’”
“Historically, most come upon their abilities naturally, or they are instructed by another dragon,” Selvhara told him. Her eyes drifted towards the stream where Kaseya was walking back towards them. “I admit that I am more than a little jealous of your amazon.”
“Why’s that?” Jorem asked. 
The druid’s cheeks turned pink. “Her collar is truly quite remarkable. If we possessed a second one…well…”
His eyebrows lifted at roughly the same rate his cock swelled in his trousers. “What?”
“If you placed it upon me, I might be able to teach you more easily,” Selvhara said, glancing away sheepishly. “Besides…I rather like the idea of being bound to a sorcerer. I could be a very diligent servant.”
Valuri groaned in disgust, but Jorem couldn’t stop his eyes from drifting down to the druid’s cleavage again. He forced himself to swallow and take a deep breath. Kaseya would have already sensed his sudden arousal by now, and he really didn’t want to make this anymore awkward than it already was…
“Yeah, well, we’re fresh out of magical collars at the moment,” he said, clearing his throat. “There, uh…there must be something we can try.”
“If you don’t wish to imbibe the potion…well, perhaps we can improvise,” Selvhara said, shuffling closer to him. “Take my hands.”
Jorem did as she asked, and she promptly placed his right hand flat against her stomach. He had no idea what she intended, but then she slowly leaned forward and placed her forehead against his. 
“Close your eyes and focus on the sound of my breathing,” Selvhara said. “Perhaps feeling my transformation will help evoke something within you.”
“It will definitely evoke something in his trousers,” Valuri muttered. 
Jorem kicked a clod of dirt onto the Huntress then closed his eyes. “All right,” he said. “But I’m not really sure what you want me to do.”
“Just listen,” Selvhara said. “And try your best to feel what I feel.”
He sat there patiently for a long moment, still as skeptical as ever, right up until he felt a strange ripple shudder through her body. Her breaths quickened, her heart began pounding in her chest, and her grip on his hand became so tight it actually started to hurt. Having watched her transform twice now, he had assumed this would be no different. But he had clearly been mistaken. The shudders in her flesh, the twisting and snapping of her bones…it was downright disturbing. He winced and pulled away—
And then he stared into her bestial yellow eyes. She hadn’t actually transformed all the way yet—he was still looking at the face of a pretty elven woman rather than the muzzle of a wolf—but something about the glint in her eyes struck a chord deep inside him. He felt like his consciousness was melting into her, and his mind filled with images of flame and scales. In one perfect instant, all his doubts about the existence of the Wyrm Lords vanished. He could see them ruling over a vast, world-spanning empire, both atop their thrones and within the very skies as they soared overhead…
Jorem gasped as he lost his balance and toppled over to the near-frozen ground. All three girls were at his side by the time he snapped free of his bizarre waking dream, and he waved away their concerned faces with a flick of his hand. 
“I’m all right,” he assured them. “I just…well, I’m not really sure.”
“What the hell did you do to him?” Valuri snarled at the druid. Her claws sprouted from inside her gauntlet. 
“I didn’t do anything!” Selvhara protested. One of her arms remained transformed, though as she held it aloft the fur slowly melted into hairless elven flesh. “I don’t understand what happened.”
“I think it worked…sort of,” Jorem muttered. “I saw flashes, images…not unlike what happened with the Avetharri crystal.”
Kaseya touched the back of his head. “Do you know what they meant?”
“Not really. But I definitely feel it struck a mental nerve…”
Valuri stared at him for a long moment before she sheathed her claws. She still pushed Selvhara out of the way and took the druid’s place next to him. “I’m not sure I like the idea of you losing your mind,” she grumbled. “You already make bad enough decisions as it is.”
“I’m not losing my mind,” Jorem said. “It was just a weird and temporary sensation is all.”
The Huntress scowled back over her shoulder. “Well, let’s skip any more of this ‘training’ until we get to Highwind, all right? I still think all of this is bullshit, and you need to have your head on straight when we meet up with our contacts.”
“I agree,” Kaseya said. “We should stay focused on the task at hand.”
“Isn’t your task to defeat the Conduit and her armies?” Selvhara asked. “You will not be able to stop her without—”
“Enough out of you, wolf girl,” Valuri snapped. “Tag along with your sorcerer messiah if you want, but keep your paws off him.”
“She didn’t do anything wrong,” Jorem said, standing and offering the druid his hand to help her up. “But we really should get moving again.”
Valuri continued scowling at Selvhara. “Fine,” she grumbled. “Then let’s go.”
 
***
 
Three hours and a dozen miles later, Jorem was genuinely starting to wonder if his legs might fall off. It didn’t help his ego in the slightest that he was accompanied by three women with supernatural stamina—one because of her Senosi tattoos, one because of her moon-curse, and one because she was Kaseya. After his strange little experience this afternoon, he had finally started to entertain Selvhara’s dragon blood theory in earnest…but his faith was slipping at roughly the same rate he was running out of breath. If he really did have legitimate draconic heritage lurking somewhere in his ancestry, shouldn’t he have been able to walk a few miles without wanting to die?
Just before he keeled over entirely, they finally arrived at Riverbend. They had passed through here on their initial journey to Nol Krovos about a month ago, and he had been impressed at the growth of what had apparently been a relatively small village just a decade earlier. He had also been impressed by the size of the Silver Fist watchtower outside.
A tower that was currently on fire. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed as the village rolled into view over a hill. Even from several hundred yards away he could hear the pounding of hooves, and when he squinted he could make out a dozen or so armored riders clomping through the streets. He didn’t see any bodies, thank the gods, nor were there any obvious signs of struggle aside from the flaming watchtower. 
“The locals didn’t even put up a fight,” Valuri said, her eyes narrowing. “There were at least ten paladins stationed here a month ago!”
“Without the Fount, they would have been powerless,” Selvhara replied somberly. 
“Still, you’d think…” the Huntress trailed off and abruptly glanced up. “Shit. Get to cover!”
Jorem barely had time to follow her eyes before he noticed a wyvern swooping just above the forest canopy less than a mile to the east. He and the girls all hunkered down inside a thatch of trees alongside the road. Dusk was fast approaching, and with luck they would be difficult to spot. 
“How did an army get here so quickly?” Jorem asked. “The fleet couldn’t have possibly left Ostvara already.”
Kaseya shook her head and pointed. “It didn’t. This isn’t an army—it is a cavalry raid. They likely rode ahead of the main assault to test Highwind’s outer defenses.”
“Red is right,” Valuri said. “Even before she somehow conjured an army of flying mounts, the Inquisitrix followed the same basic strategy with the smaller settlements around Vorsalos. First she would send in the Huntresses to destabilize the defenses, then would test their defenses with a quick, mobile force before committing a real army.”
Jorem nodded and forced himself to take a long, slow breath. The Valecrest had been so peaceful he had convinced himself that they still had a bit of time before the Inquisitrix pressed her invasion. His heart sunk when he realized just how wrong he had been. 
“Damn it,” he hissed. “We’ll have to go around. We should probably just travel through the night and get to Highwind as soon as possible.”
“No,” Kaseya said, her blue eyes narrowing. “We already abandoned the people on the coast. We will not abandon the people of Riverbend too.”
“Red, there was an army invading Ostvara,” Valuri reminded her. “There was nothing we could have done.”
“But there is not an army here. You said yourself that Marcella only wishes to test Highwind’s defenses.” The amazon’s face hardened in determination. “We should show her that her enemies are not as helpless as she wants to believe.”
Jorem winced. “I’m going to hate myself for saying this later, but she’s right. If there are only a few dozen men here, we might be able to drive them off.”
“Is this village strategically important ?” Selvhara asked. 
Kaseya turned and glared at her. “What difference does that make? The people here need our help.”
“I understand, and I wish to oppose the Conduit’s forces as much as you do. Nevertheless…” The druid swallowed heavily and glanced at Jorem. “You are nowhere close to unlocking your full potential. You cannot afford to place yourself at risk.”
“I can’t believe I’m agreeing with the wolf girl,” Valuri muttered. “Not about you being important, obviously—no one honestly believes that. But if we actually want to take on the Inquisitrix, we need to focus on securing allies and fortifying Highwind. Driving a few goons out of Riverbend just isn’t that important.”
“It is to the people who live here,” Jorem said. “And Kaseya’s right—we need to show Vorsalos that the whole region isn’t just going to roll over on its back. If we smack them hard enough on the nose, we might buy everyone more time to organize a real defense.”
Valuri sighed. “The Inquisitrix has obviously been planning this for a long, long time. She’s not going to back down just because one village stands up to her.”
“Maybe not, but it’s a start,” Jorem said as he glanced up to the wyvern soaring past overheard. If what they had seen at Ostvara was any indication, the rider on its back was one of the Inquisitrix’s newly-empowered channelers. Dealing with him had to be their first priority…
“We need to get the soldiers away from the main street,” Kaseya said. “Otherwise your spells could threaten the villagers.”
Valuri sighed again and swore under her breath. “Just to be clear, this is a terrible idea,” she muttered. “But I know how we can get their attention. The only question is what we want to do with wolf girl here.”
“I am more than capable of handling myself in a fight,” Selvhara said with the faintest hint of wounded pride. 
“Maybe, but I’m not sure how the townsfolk will respond to a werewolf running around the streets.”
The druid nibbled at her lip. “I am skilled with a bow,” she said, nodding towards the weapon on Kaseya’s back. 
“We can work with that,” Jorem said, nodding. “Now all we need is a plan.”
 
***
 
Thanks to the cover of darkness, Jorem was able to reach the outskirts of Riverbend without attracting any attention. Only the center of the village was protected by a wall, and he didn’t have any trouble finding a thatch of bushes to hide himself in while he waited for the girls to get into position. 
“Bloody hell,” he whispered, his hands twitching nervously at his sides. “This had better work…”
It was difficult to get an exact count of the Vorsalosian soldiers given that they were constantly moving in and out of lanterns along the street, but Jorem was reasonably sure there were at least a dozen of them. They spent most of their time clustered beneath the old windmill, and their perimeter scouts were only languidly patrolling the outskirts. Without the Knights of the Silver Fist to oppose them, they clearly weren’t expecting any further resistance. The fact they had a wyvern to protect them was almost overkill. 
Jorem grimaced as he studied the streets and buildings more closely. Most of the villagers had already locked themselves inside their homes, probably at the behest of their conquerors. It was bleak but still better than many potential alternatives; he had half expected to find a makeshift gallows and the dangling corpses of the village leadership. Perhaps the soldiers had intimidated the mayor into submission…or perhaps they had simply murdered him and the village elders in the town hall building further up the hill. Jorem honestly wasn’t sure if he even wanted to know the truth. 
Closing his eyes, he reached out through the Aether and tried to track Kaseya’s position. He could sense her collar nearby, and he hoped that Valuri would spring her trap soon. The longer he lurked here in the darkness, the more he questioned whether this little ambush of theirs was a good idea after all…
A sudden shriek pierced the evening stillness, and one of the horsemen in the street abruptly fell from his saddle and onto the cobblestone, a crossbow bolt jutting from his chest. His mount’s startled whinny echoed through the air and drowned out the stifled gurgle of a second horsemen getting shot in the face. The rest of the soldiers grabbed their shields and dove for cover, but Valuri didn’t stay hidden. The Huntress popped up from her perch atop one of the buildings, vaulted out into the street, and charged one of the patrolmen with her tiger claws. 
“Son of a bitch,” a deep a male voice screamed. “It’s the bloody traitor!”
As far as distractions went, Valuri’s entrance couldn’t have possibly worked out better. She gave them all a clear look to make sure they knew who they were dealing with, and Jorem was a little surprised that the soldiers were willing to charge after a Senosi Huntress. The Inquisitrix must have been offering immense favor or rewards to anyone who brought her the head of the notorious traitor.  
If so, they were about to be disappointed. 
A half a dozen soldiers—including two more men on horses—charged down the street towards Valuri even as she ripped open their companion’s throat with her claws. Jorem reached out to the Aether as they closed in on her, and he mentally counted down the seconds until it was time to spring his own trap…
His palms flashed with light as he summoned a shimmering curtain of Aetheric fire directly in front of the riders. One pulled back on the reins a split-second before he was engulfed by the flames, but his partner wasn’t so lucky. His horse screamed as its flesh and hair ignited, and the rider toppled from his saddle before he even reached the Huntress. 
The men on the ground had an easier time halting their momentum, but when they spun around and searched for Jorem they received a different surprise instead: a screaming amazon warrior lunged out of the nearest alleyway and met them blade-to-blade. Even four-on-one they didn’t have a chance against her, especially not when she had the element of surprise. The only real danger came from the reinforcements further down the street, and Jorem turned just in case he needed to scatter them with a fireball. But on cue, an arrow streaked out of the darkness and pelted one of them in the chest. Apparently Selvhara actually did know what she was doing after all. 
That means the rest is on you. 
Biting down on his lip, Jorem dashed towards the nearest building and prepared to leap onto the roof. He had chosen this specific house because it looked like the easiest one to climb, but he still unleashed a quick blast of energy to help propel him up onto the awning. He hadn’t noticed people living inside while they had been planning this little stunt, and he really hoped he hadn’t missed anyone. After all, he wasn’t just up here to provide cover for the others—he was here take down the biggest threat on the battlefield. 
The fires in the street had only been burning for a few seconds when Jorem spotted the silhouette of the large flying creature in the moonlit sky. Initially, he had wanted to just wait until the rider landed somewhere so they could ambush him (or her?) on foot, but since they had no idea where the wyvern might roost Jorem figured that using himself as bait was the next best thing. Channeling the Aether back through him, he took a deep breath and tried to mentally recount their earlier battles with wyvern riders at Icewatch and two days ago at Ostvara. If Selvhara was right and these new channelers were learning everything they knew about the Aether directly from the Inquisitrix, their techniques and strategies would likely be very similar to one another. Jorem just needed to learn from his earlier mistakes. 
Sadly, that had never been one of his talents. His entire life was basically a montage of bad decisions repeated over and over again. 
“All right, you son of a bitch,” Jorem said. “Come and get the big, bad sorcerer…”
He thrust out his left hand and conjured a shimmering barrier in front of him. The bluish shield cast an eerie glow over the thatched roof beneath his feet, and he hoped it would make him an irresistible target. So far, he couldn’t tell what the wyvern was planning. It swept towards the city slowly, methodically, like a bird of prey scanning the forest floor for a meal…
And then the beast made its move. Throwing back its scaly neck, it unleashed a terrifying, high-pitched roar an instant before it dove towards the village in earnest. It strafed just above the rooftops, and if it had been a real dragon it could have easily melted half the buildings in town in a single pass. Thankfully it wasn’t, so it just veered directly towards Jorem instead. Its mouth opened wide in anticipation of swallowing the arrogant idiot who had foolishly made himself a target… 
Back at Ostvara, Jorem had learned the hard way that the rider could protect his mount with an Aetheric barrier, so he knew there was no point in blasting the wyvern with a ball of fire or a stroke of lightning—at least, not yet. This time he led off with a scintillating burst of power designed to unravel his enemy’s defenses. The rider’s barrier shattered on impact, and Jorem immediately launched a fireball that struck and ignited the creature’s wing. For a fraction of a second he was quite pleased with himself….but then he belatedly realized just how quickly the wyvern was still accelerating towards him. He conjured a second ball of fire in his hand and tried to throw it—
Too late.  
Jorem managed to roll out of the way a heartbeat before the wyvern swallowed him whole, but the creature’s barbed tail still smashed into him with the force of a mountain giant wielding a colossal hammer. Without his barrier, Jorem probably would have been crushed into paste, not to mention injected with the creature’s notoriously lethal poison. Instead he merely flew through the air like a helpless insect that had been flicked across the room. He didn’t so much scream as squeal during his brief unplanned flight, though he did manage to thrust out his hands and unleash a strong enough blast of flame to propel his body upwards and soften his landing on the cobblestone. His barrier absorbed most of the impact, but it collapsed before he crashed into a wooden trough near the side of the road. The water that dumped over him might have actually been refreshing if it weren’t so fucking cold. 
“Dammit,” he hissed, rolling into a crouch and clutching at his shoulder. He was lucky that his whole arm hadn’t shattered, but it still hurt like hell. The only question was whether the rider would be able to convince his burning mount to come around for a second pass.
Grimacing, Jorem resummoned his barrier and lumbered back into the fray. He could feel Kaseya trying to make her way to him, but she had been cut off by reinforcements from the walled section of the city. He counted at least a dozen more soldiers now, possibly even more, and while the amazon appeared to be holding her own she was on the verge of being swarmed at any moment. Valuri was somewhere in the melee as well, though he couldn’t actually see her through the thick smoke from his now-extinguished wall of fire. And as for Selvhara…
“Jorem!”
He glanced back over his shoulder as the druid emerged from the shadows outside the village, Kaseya’s bow still clutched in her hands. She fired an arrow an inch past his head, and he turned just in time to see it strike a soldier lumbering out of the smoke. 
“Are you all right?” Selvhara asked. “How did you—?”
“I’m fine,” Jorem told her. “We need to get to the others!”
The druid nodded. “There are more reinforcements coming from the—ach!”
Jorem’s eyes gaped wide as the tip of a spear suddenly burst forth from inside Selvhara’s chest. She staggered backwards, her hand clutching at the jagged point as blood frothed over her lips and down her chin. Time itself seemed to slow to a crawl as she glanced back to Jorem, opened her mouth…and then collapsed into the bushes at the side of the street. 
“So the traitor still keeps her sorcerer on a tight leash,” a cold, metallic voice said from somewhere nearby
Jorem caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, and when he turned his head a bright, searing beam of light appeared in the sky as if the sun had decided to fire a last scorching ray down from the heavens before the moon stole its throne. Jorem narrowly rolled away from the beam, but when it struck the ground a shockwave of force slammed into him hard enough that he rolled across the cobblestone and crashed back into the overturned trough. His vision blurred for a fraction of a second before he finally made out the dark, looming figure of a man clad head to toe in thick crimson armor. His face was concealed behind the thin visor of his helmet, and his breastplate was inscribed with an emblem that looked like an open flame. 
“What the hell…?” Jorem rasped, dragging himself back to his feet. 
“The Conduit warned us about you,” the knight said as he grabbed the spear jutting out of Selvhara. “She said that you alone had discovered a way to defeat her Senosi with magic.”
Jorem winced when the knight abruptly wrenched the spear free from the elf’s body. Even if she was somehow still alive, there was no way she would last long if he couldn’t get to her and stop the bleeding…
“That’s right,” Jorem said, standing and summoning a crackling burst of energy into his palms. “If I can kill them, I’ll make short work of a bucket-head like you.”
He thrust out his hand and unleashed a jagged torrent of lightning. The street flashed so brightly the afterimage seared into his vision, but he assumed the bolt would easily electrocute someone wearing such heavy armor. 
He should have known better by now. The Inquisitrix’s new channelers were obviously quite capable of defending themselves; the man simply lifted his gauntlet and intercepted the blast with a shimmering Aetheric barrier of his own. Lightning arced across the street, singing the stone and even igniting several piles of debris, before Jorem released the spell and retreated backwards another step. 
“For decades now the Knights of the Silver Fist have declared themselves the true protectors of this land, but they have utterly failed in their charge,” the man said, striding forward. “They parrot the words of decadent priests, and they preach the faith of silent gods. Meanwhile corruption festers in every settlement, and the wicked are allowed to rule while the righteous suffer at their hand.”
Jorem frowned and risked a quick glance off to his left. Kaseya would have sensed his panic by now, but she was too pinned down to help…
“You were there in the Godsoul’s prison,” the knight said. “You saw the Conduit’s ascension with your own eyes.”
“What I saw was an angry woman so consumed by her own bitterness and aggrievement that she didn’t bother to consider the consequences of her actions,” Jorem said. “I saw a woman who would happily watch the world burn in her insane quest for vengeance.”
“Because the world deserves to burn,” the knight said. “It must be purified in our Crimson Flame.”
He threw his spear. Jorem narrowly managed to dodge out of the way in time, and he watched in horror as the weapon pierced halfway through a thick wooden column like it had been hurled by an ogre. The knight then drew a massive sword from his back, and he fearlessly rushed towards the sorcerer with the blade clutched in both hands. Jorem tried to dive out of the way, hoping he could get enough space to unravel the other man’s barrier. Unfortunately he was still dizzy from his collision with the trough that he stumbled and nearly tripped. The knight’s sword missed him by a hair’s breadth, but the man still whirled around and backhanded Jorem in the face with his gauntlet. The sorcerer flew backwards several feet and rolled across the rough cobblestone. 
“It’s a miracle you have escaped justice this long,” the knight sneered. “The Senosi should be ashamed…” 
Clenching his teeth to endure the pain, Jorem stared in horror at the blood covering his hand before he belatedly realized it wasn’t his. He had landed in the pool where Selvhara had been struck by the spear…
And near where the waterskin had evidently fallen from her belt.  
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
The words from the Avetharri crystal seared into his head as he reached out and grabbed the skin. Before he could really think about what he was doing—before he had a chance to second guess himself—he popped open the cap and chugged the mixture she had brewed on the road this afternoon. 
“Liquid courage?” the knight scoffed. “Pathetic.”
Grabbing Jorem by the jacket, the knight picked the sorcerer off the ground and flung him back at the building behind them. Jorem crashed into the wall, and when he hit the ground his vision became so blurry he could barely even see the red boots stomping towards him. 
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
The words seared into his mind yet again, but they could have been total gibberish for all the good they did. Selvhara’s potion hadn’t made him feel any different; he hadn’t sprouted claws or grown wings or triggered the faintest trace of this so-called “blood memory.” And now he was about to be decapitated by some idiot in gaudy armor. 
“It’s difficult to believe that the Conduit was impressed with your power,” the knight said, clutching Jorem by the throat and hoisting him into the air. “Cry out to your amazon protector. Cry out to the traitor! Cry out so that I might cleanse them both and spare the world their corruption.”
Jorem flailed in the man’s arms to no avail. He was clearly overmatched. No matter how much he struggled, no matter how hard he kicked, he couldn’t possibly break free. 
Until he did. 
The knight growled, the eyes beneath his visor wide and confused, as Jorem suddenly and inexplicably pushed him away. The man redoubled his efforts; he tried to smash the sorcerer with his gauntlet and then cut him with his blade. But somehow both strikes missed as Jorem effortlessly dodged out of the way.  
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
“What?” the knight snarled. “How…?”
Jorem didn’t understand what was happening either. He didn’t feel any stronger or faster than he had before, but the results spoke for themselves. With a final grunt of exertion the sorcerer unleashed a quick burst of energy, and even though the knight lifted his barrier the blinding blast still hurled him halfway across the street. 
He still didn’t give up. He charged back at Jorem, swiping his blade in a wild, vicious arc, but the sorcerer caught the knight’s arms mid swing and somehow found the strength to stop them in their tracks. Jorem held the other man still as a well of rage built up inside him. Reflected in the knight’s helmet he saw the face of every sorcerer who had been brutalized and killed by the Senosi, and he heard the screams of all the men and women who had already been burned and butchered by the Inquisitrix and her deluded crusade of vengeance. 
Marhaak kûl drakatharri!
A low growl rumbled in the back of Jorem’s throat, and the rage swelling inside him threatened to burst from his every pore. He opened his mouth to scream…but he belched forth a searing cone of white-hot fire instead. 
Even as it was happening, he didn’t understand. It was as if his voice itself had transformed into flame. The knight shrieked in horror as the blaze crashed over him, melting his armor and liquefying the flesh beneath. The man’s arms went limp almost instantly, and by the time Jorem ran out of breath there was nothing left but a smoldering skeleton and a noxious cloud of ash. He reflexively relaxed his grip, and his hands trembled in front of him as he watched the bones and molten metal clatter into a smoking pile. 
Kûl pulwi di kûl drakatharri ui dout fasteraan.
Jorem’s hands wouldn’t stop shaking, even when the sulfurous stench of incinerated flesh scorched his nostrils. Everything in the world went silent—the clatter of swords, the thunder of hooves on stone, the screams of the dying…they all faded into nothingness. All he could hear was the pounding of his heart inside his chest. 
“Jorem!”
Kaseya’s voice cut through the silence and snapped him back into reality. She rushed towards him from across the street, but before she could reach him another Vorsalosian soldier emerged from the smoke and tried to intercept her. The man was clutching a massive axe in both hands, but she didn’t seem remotely concerned. After casually blocking his reckless chop with her shield, she twisted his weapon aside, bashed him in the face, and then plunged her sword through his chest. 
“Jorem!” she gasped again, her eyes flicking briefly to the embers at his feet. “Are you hurt?”
“Not really,” he said, wondering if any of the blood splattered across her armor belonged to her. “Where’s Val?”
As if on cue, a body flew out of the smoke and crashed into the side of a house. Valuri emerged a second later, limping from a massive gash on her leg. “Here,” she growled. “Where the fuck are all these idiots coming from?”
“This was obviously more than just a cavalry raid,” Kaseya said, crouching protectively over him. “You were attacked by a channeler?”
“You could say that,” Jorem rasped, nodding towards the bones and melted armor
The amazon’s brow creased. “But how…?
“I’ll explain later,” he said. “Are there any soldiers left?”
“Too many,” Valuri muttered. “I just spotted a few more riders emerging from inside the walled section further down the street.”
Jorem swore under his breath. “Then we need to back off and regroup.”
“No shit,” she swore, glancing around. “Where the hell is wolf girl?”
He swallowed heavily and glanced back to the bushes. He had been so distracted he hadn’t been able to get back to Selvhara…and it was almost certainly too late. 
“She took a hit...a bad hit,” he said, stumbling back to his feet. “She needs healing or she’ll—”
The moment he moved towards the bushes he heard the whinny of horses and the clomping of hooves. The cavalry Val had mentioned had finally appeared about fifty yards away, and they lowered their spears and prepared to attack.
“Get off the street,” Kaseya said, hoisting up her shield and bracing for a charge. “I’ll delay them as long as I can.”
“I can…argh!” Valuri winced when she tried to walk. The gash on her leg was large and bloody enough that anyone else would have already rolled over on the sides and started crying like an infant. Her Senosi regeneration would eventually mend the damage, but not until she had fed…a lot. 
“I’ll handle them,” Jorem said, reaching out to the Aether and summoning another sphere of flame in his hand. For some reason, the power coursing through him felt different this time. It was hotter,
almost like he was trying to channel lava rather than warm spring water, and he suddenly wasn’t sure whether or not he could actually cast a spell. The Flensing hadn’t gotten to him yet, but this almost seemed more dangerous. It was as if he had completely lost control of his body…
“If you’re going to do something, do it fast!” Valuri snarled. 
The cavalry charged. Jorem couldn’t believe they didn’t back down; without their own channeler to protect them, launching themselves at a known sorcerer seemed downright suicidal. He could only assume they were more afraid of failing their mistress than they were of death, which made them even more dangerous. 
Grimacing, Jorem raised his hands and prepared to strike. The fiery spheres crackling in his palms grew and grew until the flames engulfed his forearms, and no matter what he tried he couldn’t control them. 
“Shit!” he snarled, releasing his hold on the Aether. The fire puffed into smoke an instant before it scorched his own flesh. “I…I can’t.”
“What do you mean you can’t?” Valuri snapped at him. 
Jorem glanced up as the horses charged closer and closer. He didn’t understand what in the hell was going on, but if he couldn’t figure it out in the next few seconds he and the girls were going to be trampled into a fine paste. Grimacing, he called out to the Aether again and bit down on his lip as it seared through his veins—
And then the air trembled with a horrifying, bestial roar that echoed across the village and chilled Jorem’s blood to ice. Even the horses, trained for battle and fixated upon their charge, couldn’t ignore the fearsome cry. They panicked and veered off course, and one bucked so hard he actually flung his rider from the saddle. It was then, while Jorem was completely frozen in place, that a towering, vaguely human-shaped beast leapt out from the shadows and tackled one of the riders off his horse. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed. 
At first he wondered if the beast was some unknown horror from the wilderness, but as the moonlight silhouetted its fur and bloody muzzle he belatedly realized what—or rather, who—he was dealing with. 
“Does this mean she’s still on our side?” Valuri whispered. 
Jorem shook his head. “I don’t know.”
The werewolf effortlessly shredded through the Vorsalosian soldiers one after another, painting the streets in a river of gore. At first Jorem thought he might be sick, but then he realized he was so frightened and confused he couldn’t even wretch. Even the Senosi paled in comparison to the raw, primal savagery of a true monster of legend. This wasn’t just a bloodbath; it was a wholesale slaughter. 
The beast eventually turned to face them, its yellow eyes glinting in the starlight and its jowls dripping with blood. Even having seen Selvhara as a true wolf, Jorem didn’t recognize her in the slightest. He couldn’t decide if he was happy that she wasn’t dead…or terrified that she was still alive. 
“Stay behind me,” Kaseya said, stepping forward and twirling her sword. “She may no longer be in control.”
Jorem swallowed heavily and forced himself to stand. The sulfurous smoke burning his nose had been replaced by the sickening odor of fresh blood, and it wasn’t much of an improvement. The werewolf slowly lumbered towards them, her wickedly-sharp claws curling and uncurling at her sides. Standing upright, Selvhara looked like she was sculpted out of pure, bulging muscle, having seen how fast she could move Jorem had no idea how they could possibly stop her if she had indeed given in to the curse…
“Maybe it’s time for you to turn on your legendary charm and soothe her,” Valuri said, bracing herself as best she could with one functional arm. “Actually on second thought, you should probably just stay quiet so we still have a chance.”
The werewolf threw back its head and roared again, and for a split second Jorem was convinced she was going to sprint forward and rip them all limb from limb. But then she abruptly slumped forward onto a knee, and her fur began to slowly recede as her bones snapped and twisted back into their normal shape. A few seconds later, they were staring at the far less imposing figure of a naked female elf. 
 “Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, shaking her head. 
“Zor something anyway,” Valuri muttered. “Are you all right, wolfy?”
“Better than I ever imagined,” Selvhara said, panting and smiling at the same time. Her eyes had returned to their elven shape, but her irises remained a pure lupine yellow. Jorem couldn’t see a single sign that she had ever been impaled by a spear. “You have done it. You have unleashed the dragon!”
Valuri frowned. “Huh?”
Jorem tossed another glance down at the smoldering pile of bones. The Aether still felt like it was burning inside him, and he was growing dizzier and dizzier by the second. He really hoped this was just a side effect from the potion, but he was terrified it was something else. Bracing himself on Kaseya’s arm, he noticed some of the villagers had begun emerging from their houses…and they were all staring in horror at the people—or rather, the monsters—who had just saved their lives. 
“I’ll explain later,” he whispered. “It’s time for us to go.”
 
 
 
 



8
Light in the Darkness
 
Whatever else Lasille and her soldiers might have been, they were arrogant beyond all reason. After Cassel had untied her, Serrane Starwind had led him on a quick and deadly excursion through the caves in search of their lost gear. They made short work of the token force the Huntress had left behind, and they recovered most of their belongings…save for the armor that had already been destroyed. 
Serrane felt like an entirely different person once she was holding her swords and bow again, though she didn’t want to think about what might have happened to her horse. With luck, he had simply run off after Cassel had fallen from the saddle. Whisper knew the way home, and there was always a slim chance she would find him waiting for her back in Highwind. 
Not that Serrane planned on heading back just yet. 
Once she, Cassel, and their tag-along cultist were finally outside the cave, Serrane only needed a few minutes to get her bearings. She recognized one of the winding paths leading down the face of the mountain; just a few years ago, she had led an elite squad of her Duskwatch Rangers in a quick, bloody skirmish against one of the resurgent orc tribes just a few hundred yards away from here. Her soldiers had prevailed, and all of them had survived to celebrate the victory. 
How many of them are sitting there powerless in Highwind right now? How many have already been consumed by this ‘Wasting Echo’ that is crippling Julian?
Serrane tried to her best to squash her fears as she led the other two through the thick wall of pines and back towards the tower. Unfortunately, she merely traded one latent anxiety for another. Instead of worrying about her rangers, she worried about how pathetic she had acted as the Huntress’s prisoner. It was difficult to accept just how readily her body had betrayed her. 
“I still can’t believe that Vorsalos has had an army waiting out here for months,” Cassel grumbled as they walked. “Someone should have noticed them.”
“I should have noticed them,” Serrane said bitterly. “Scouting the wilds is my responsibility.”
“I wasn’t blaming you,” the knight replied, belatedly realizing that his words probably sounded more accusatory than he’d realized. “The Silver Fist could have—”
“Your men aren’t scouts—mine are,” she said. “There’s no point in denying it. The Duskwatch failed miserably, and now everyone in Highwind is paying the price.”
“That’s bullocks and you know it,” Cassel told her. “Whatever the Inquisitrix did to the Aether, your men couldn’t have possibly stopped it. Besides, we were already busy trying to halt a barbarian invasion in the north, in case you’ve already forgotten.”
Serrane sighed and paused in her tracks. She had never been one for self-pity, and she definitely wasn’t trying to bait him into trying to soothe her. She wanted to be angry, most of all with herself. 
“We have to warn the city about what’s coming,” she said, turning back to face him. “And if we can reclaim the tower, all the better.”
Cassel pursed his lips. “I feel better about our chances now that we have our gear, but still...”
Serrane’s lip twitched in annoyance as she pulled her cloak more tightly about her. Just remembering her ruined armor made her think about Lasille and everything that had happened…
“To be honest, I don’t see how we can handle the Huntress,” Cassel went on. “Even if we were at full strength I’m not sure we could take her. And we’re definitely not at full strength…”
Serrane glanced between him and the cultist. The girl was obviously cold and uncomfortable. Her tattered “robes” weren’t exactly designed to keep out the wind, and she didn’t exactly look like someone who was comfortable in the wild. Still, she hadn’t complained a single time in the past hour…that had to count for something. 
“Here, take this,” Serrane said, removing her cloak. “You need it more than I do.”
For an instant it seemed like the girl might refuse, but practicality eventually triumphed over pride. “T-thank you,” she whispered, wrapping the cloth around her shoulders. “But what about you?”
“I’ll be fine,” Serrane said. Stretching out to the Aether, she wrapped herself in a thin barrier to block out the worst of the night chill. “But I would love to understand how you can restore Julian’s power without wielding any yourself.”
“I wish I knew,” Tahira whispered. “None of this makes any sense.”
Cassel took the girl’s hand for a moment, and his eyes fluttered shut as a wave of relief crashed over him. Serrane couldn’t even imagine how it must have felt. The Aether had been a part of her life since was a toddler; it was as much a part of her as her hair or skin. The very thought of having it ripped away from her…
“The Huntress obviously didn’t know you possessed this power,” Serrane said. “She never would have let you leave her sight otherwise.”
“Which is strange enough all by itself,” Cassel said. “I mean, the Senosi can sense magical energy, right?”
“They can sense sorcerers specifically. I’m not sure that extends to other channelers.” Serrane paused for a moment, her eyes narrowed in thought. “I would start a fire, but we have no idea how many soldiers are out here.”
“I will be fine,” Tahira said, though she shivered so hard a moment later it was obvious she was lying. 
Cassel placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder and smiled. “You should rest and warm up for a few minutes. We’ll scout our surroundings and be right back.”
She nodded up at him, clearly still rattled, but he held her gaze and squeezed her hand to reassure her. His paladin charms seemed to do the trick, and a moment later he stepped away and dragged Serrane just out of earshot. 
“She looks so young,” the ranger said. 
“Yeah, but she’s a lot tougher than she seems,” Cassel said. “We have to get her to Highwind as quickly as possible.”
Serrane glanced off to the east. “After we retake the tower and plant Lasille’s head on a spike.”
When he didn’t respond for a moment, she knew he had something else in mind. He let out a deep breath and shook his head. 
“If the other Knights of the Silver Fist really have lost their powers—and at this point I’m willing to bet they probably have—then Tahira may be the only thing standing between Highwind and annihilation,” Cassel said. “I can’t explain how any of this works, but I also can’t deny what is happening. It’s like the Aether receded across a great chasm, and she is the only bridge.”
“For all we know it’s a fluke,” Serrane said. “For all we know every other channeler in Highwind could be fine.”
He arched an eyebrow at her. “Do you really believe that?”
“No,” she admitted. “But I don’t relish the idea of dragging an Eternal Priestess into Highwind. Her little coven doesn’t exactly have the best reputation.”
“If everyone else has lost their powers, there’s going to be so much chaos that Tahira’s religion will be the least of our problems,” Cassel said. 
Serrane sighed and nodded. He was right, of course. Highwind had already been chaotic after the Roskarim attack, the death of Highlord Kastrius, and the influx of refugees from the plains. She didn’t even want to imagine how much worse things could be right now…
“We should really consider heading straight back to the city,” Cassel added. “Like I said, I have no idea how the two of us can defeat that Huntress anyway, and I don’t want to put Tahira at risk.”
“Lasille slaughtered our soldiers,” Serrane reminded him. “And for all we know, she’s waiting to ambush more of our people right now. We have to stop her.”
He bit down on his lip and glanced back at Tahira. His connection to the Aether was probably already fading.  
“You know, at some point we should probably talk about what happened back there,” he whispered. “I can’t even—”
“There’s nothing to talk about,” Serrane said, a rush of embarrassed heat flooding into her cheeks. “We did what we had to, and we survived. Nothing else matters.”
Cassel nodded silently, but she knew he wasn’t buying it. She still couldn’t believe how badly her body had betrayed her. When she closed her eyes she could still feel the shudders of ecstasy rippling through her…
“Charging right back at the tower would obviously be suicide,” Serrane said, squeezing the grip of her bow and forcing her mind back into the here and now. “But since we know what we’re walking into this time, we can take a different approach.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“If we circle around the perimeter, we can sneak inside the tunnel entrance on the northern side of the cliffs. I doubt they’ve discovered it yet, but even if they have we can use it as a bottleneck.”
Cassel pursed his lips in thought. “That could work, but it still doesn’t solve the problem of how we handle Lasille. She’s stronger and faster than either of us, not to mention practically invincible.”
“Only if she’s fed recently, and even then the Senosi aren’t immortal,” Serrane told him. “A blade through the heart or the neck will kill her as easily as anyone else.”
“Maybe, but getting in that close won’t be easy.”
“I never said it would be.” Serrane turned and locked eyes with him. “We swore an oath to defend Highwind, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
Cassel smiled thinly. “You know, there are times when I think you would have made a better paladin than me.”
She glanced back at the shivering priestess he had single-handedly saved despite being half-naked and severed from his magic. “Not even close,” she said, stretching up on her tiptoes to kiss him. There were about a thousand other things she wanted to say to him right now, but if they had any chance of retaking Hastien’s Fall they needed to move now before the enemy learned they were coming. 
“Come on,” Serrane said. “It’s now or never.”
 
***
 
The tower was only a few miles away from the caverns, but circling around the perimeter and climbing up on cliffs still took them the better part of an hour. Still, Tahira didn’t slow them down as much as Cassel had expected, and he was once again impressed by the girl’s sheer force of will. She was clearly out of her element—watching her try to climb was almost painful—but she didn’t complain even once. Perhaps she had been right about dispensing with their preconceptions. Other than her appearance, she wasn’t anything like the Eternal Priestesses in Captain Dravis’s story. 
The tunnel entrance to Hastien’s Fall was well-hidden beneath the underbrush in small grove of tall pines, and Cassel probably wouldn’t have been able to find it without Serrane’s help. Ostensibly, the tunnel was meant to allow her Duskwatch Rangers to easily ascend the cliffs so they could patrol the southern plains; in practice, it saw far more use as a smuggling route for liquor and whores. The gap between expectation and reality never failed to disappoint. 
“No footprints,” Serrane whispered as her blue elven eyes scoured the area. “They may not have discovered it yet.”
“Or they just boarded it up from the other side,” Cassel said. “They could have a sentry or two waiting just in case.”
“If they sound the alarm before we get inside, we can still abort and flee into the plains.”
He nodded and readied his weapon. He would have given just about anything to be wearing his actual armor right about now, but he might have missed his sword even more. The Silver Fist had the best smiths in the whole region; this hunk of steel felt like an apprentice’s first sword by comparison. 
Still, having the Aether on his side was ultimately far more important, and he reached out and took Tahira’s hand as he conjured a protective barrier and enhanced his natural strength and speed. As skeptical as he was about their chances against the Huntress, as least their magic would give them a fighting chance. 
“Here we go,” Serrane said, placing her hand flat against the concealed trap door. A series of Aetheric glyphs flashed across the surface then vanished again when she pressed them in the correct order. 
“Just stay back,” Cassel told Tahira. “We’ll protect you.”
She nodded, clearly nervous but just as a clearly determined not to get in the way. He flashed her a reassuring smile then signaled his readiness to Serrane.
Drawing in a final deep breath, the ranger popped open the hatch and instantly conjured an arrow to her bow as she peered inside. The light from the magical projectile lit up the tunnel, but Cassel didn’t see anyone waiting for them. Perhaps they had finally caught a break after all.
Serrane waited a few more seconds just to be sure before she signaled for him to follow. The tunnel was rough but fairly spacious—enough for two people (or one cart filled with flasks) to move comfortably. They moved slowly just in case Lasille’s men had set traps, and it only took a minute before their caution was validated. 
“Wait,” Serrane warned, slamming her hand into his chest and halting him in his tracks. She dismissed her arrow and conjured a small ball of light instead, and once the floor was properly illuminated Cassel had no trouble seeing the tripwire. He wasn’t an expert on traps by any stretch of the imagination, but it was obviously designed to jostle several loose pieces of stone and cause a loud enough ruckus to alert sentries on the other side. 
Thankfully, Serrane had no trouble disabling it, and afterwards she pointed down the passage and beckoned for him to follow. He wasn’t exactly sure what she meant until she extinguished her light and placed her hand on his arm to guide him along. It was so dark that even she probably couldn’t see much of anything, but she didn’t want to risk alerting anyone to their presence. Stealth remained their best and possibly only chance of pulling this off. 
A splinter of light finally appeared at the end of the tunnel when they approached the exit, and Serrane tapped him twice on the shoulder to indicate that she heard movement on the other side. Once they had closed within a few yards, he drew her bow and gestured for him to open the door. Cassel crept up as quietly as he could, fully aware of the irony that his real armor actually made this more difficult than if he’d never recovered it. He touched the handle, counted down with his free hand, and then yanked the door open. 
The sentries didn’t stand a chance. There were two of them on the other side, both slouched lazily against the wall as if they could barely stay awake. Serrane shot them both in less than a second, and Cassel rushed inside to smother them just in case they tried to make a noise. He needn’t have bothered—the arrows had pierced their throats so cleanly they couldn’t have screamed even if they had survived. 
“Stay here while I scout ahead,” Serrane whispered. 
Cassel frowned when he saw the grim, borderline murderous determination on her face. “You can’t do this alone,” he said, grabbing her arm before she could leave. “Promise me you won’t try.”
She glanced back at him, her brow furrowed in annoyance, but after a moment it seemed to fade. “I’m not going to engage,” she said. “But I should be able to jam the door to the battlements and to the main exit. If Lasille is inside, it will make sure we can confront her without interruption.”
He nodded reluctantly and pulled her in for a quick kiss. “Go.”
Serrane dashed around the corner an instant later, and Cassel took a deep breath and braced himself for whatever was about to come next. The Aether was still flowing through him, and he could only hope that his power would hold out long enough for them to get the job done. Bringing Tahira in here was simply too dangerous. Thankfully, his powers seemed to be lasting longer and longer the more times he touched her. He had no idea what that meant, but those answers would just have to wait for another day. 
Cassel didn’t know precisely how long Serrane was gone, but she eventually reappeared around the corner and flagged him forward. “I jammed both doors,” she told him. “If I had to guess, I’d bet a hundred coins that Lasille is in the captain’s quarters right now.”
“You didn’t check?” he asked. 
“No time,” she said. “I killed two more guards and hid the bodies, but we’re already pushing our luck. We need to finish this.”
Cassel pursed his lips in thought. “What if she’s outside?”
“Then she’ll have dozens of soldiers with her and we’ll have to abort.” Serrane took a long, slow breath and visibly braced herself. “This is the only chance we’re going to get. With luck, maybe the others will surrender once we toss their leader’s head at their feet.”
“Maybe,” he said, wishing he believed it. “I’m ready when you are.”
Serrane smiled tightly as she drew her twin elven blades. “For Highwind.”
They raced through the tower, striking a balance between stealth and speed just in case they stumbled into any more soldiers. But Serrane had been ruthlessly efficient during her first pass; Cassel didn’t see a single sign of the bodies she had moved. It was a useful if terrifying reminder that she was every bit as lethal in close combat as from a hundred yards away. His thoughts flashed back to their skirmish with the Roskarim up north. He couldn’t believe the two of them had actually made it out of there alive, though all things being equal he still would have rather faced down another horde of barbarians than duel a single Senosi Huntress. 
When they finally approached the captain’s quarters, Cassel clenched his teeth and braced himself against the far side of the entrance while Serrane waited at the handle. She mouthed a silent countdown then pushed open the door and rushed inside…
Only to see the bloodied face of one of his fellow knights staring back at him. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed. 
The corpse of the tower’s former commander, Knight-Captain Marlowe, dangled from a rope near the far wall of the chamber. Whether she had actually died by the string or not was unclear; her armor was riddled with punctures and crossbow bolts, and a sickening pool of blood had already dried on the floor beneath her. The Silver Fist crest on her tabard had been shredded, and someone had scribbled the outline of a raven in its place. 
“Le’thos,” Serrane snarled as she scoured the rest of the room. “The Huntress must be outside.”
Cassel couldn’t drag his own eyes from Marlowe’s face. “We have to cut her down.”
“There’s no time,” Serrane said, scowling. “We need to get back to the girl and leave. This was a mistake.”
“I’m not leaving Marlowe like this,” Cassel said, grabbing a nearby chair so he could get high enough to cut the rope. 
“Julian—”
A sudden click sounded from the doorway, and a crossbow bolt whistled through the air and cut the rope. Marlowe’s corpse clattered unceremoniously to the ground, and Cassel whirled around just in time to see Lasille stride into the light. 
“I gave her the chance to convert,” the Huntress said, her dark eyes narrowed. “She refused my generous offer.”
“You bitch!” the knight snarled, clutching his sword in two hands. “By Escar, I swear you will pay for this!”
Lasille lowered her crossbow and dropped it on the floor. “I should have known my men wouldn’t be able to keep you in chains. You’re not like the rest of your pathetic order. You have true strength.” 
“Together,” Serrane said, lifting her blades. “Vinayathrim sana lle!”
She lunged forward, snarling, but Lasille effortlessly dodged both swipes, rolled to the side, and kicked the ranger hard enough to send her soaring across the room. Cassel turned to try and aid her, but before he could move Lasille rushed forward and blocked his path. 
“I thought you would be different,” she said, slowly shaking her head as if nothing had happened. “I thought you would be smart enough to see the truth. Without the light of the Conduit, the Wasting Echo will destroy you.”
“Prepare to be surprised,” Cassel growled. He lurched forward and swiped at her chest hard enough he could have cleaved a horse in two, but she unsheathed her claws at the last second and caught the blade in both hands. The force of the swing still moved her back several feet, however, and he exploited her surprise by ripping his weapon free and bashing the pommel into her head. Any other opponent would have been stunned long enough for him to cut them down, but somehow Lasille hopped out of reach.  
“Impossible,” she whispered, touching the line of blood streaming down the side of her face. “The Echo…”
“What can I say, it’s in remission,” Cassel said, glancing back at Serrane as she crawled back to her feet. Her right arm was obviously hurt; she was struggling to even hold onto her blade.
“You really are the best your order has to offer,” Lasille breathed. “You can still come with me. Once the Inquisitrix sees your true strength, she will make you her champion. Not just a Knight of the Crimson Flame….you could be its first Highlord!”
“You’re not just sick…you’re completely mad,” Cassel told her. 
Lasille’s eyes never left his even as she drew a slender vatari crystal from inside her armor and crushed it in her palm. Her tattoos began to glow as she fed off the Aetheric energy stored within. 
“I will take you both to her myself,” the Huntress said. “No more delays. No more games. She will make you see the light…and you will be reborn in its scared flames.”
Lasille charged. Her claws became a blur of motion, and if not for Cassel’s Aetheric barrier his armor would have been shredded in a matter of seconds. Even still, he only survived because she didn’t want to kill him. His oversized blade simply couldn’t keep up with the speed of her strikes, so he didn’t try. He fought as defensively as possible in the hopes that Serrane could flank the Huntress and exploit the opening. 
She did…but it made precious little difference. The ranger dropped the sword in her wounded right arm and focused on quick thrusts and jabs with her left. The elven blade slashed through the Huntress’s armor with ease, but minor injuries barely slowed Lasille down. With her Senosi tattoos glowing, the only way Cassel and Serrane could possibly defeat her was with one quick, clean strike. 
Serrane didn’t have a chance, not without her full strength, and the Huntress knew it. She focused her attacks on Cassel in the hopes of wearing him down...and unfortunately, it was working. Under normal circumstances he could have kept fighting for a long time—he had spent his whole life molding himself into a warrior—but as the seconds ticked by he began to feel the Aether slipping away. The instant his barrier failed, he would be finished. His only chance was to do something incredibly stupid. 
His only chance was to act like a paladin. 
Bracing himself for the worst, Cassel intentionally let down his guard and allowed Lasille to slip through his defenses. Her claws pierced through his barrier and then his armor, and the spike of pain when they dug into his flesh was so intense he nearly dropped his sword outright. But the maneuver had caught her by surprise—she hadn’t expected his barrier to crack so easily—and the fact she didn’t want to kill him briefly worked to his advantage. She stumbled in place, and he jumped at the opportunity to catch her off-guard. After bashing her in the head with his pommel again, he kicked her away and swung as hard as he could at her neck—
But yet again, he just wasn’t fast enough. Lasille dipped under his wild swipe then whirled around and kicked him in the chest with her heel. Cassel slammed into the wall, and when he toppled over his elbow hit the ground so hard his entire arm went numb. 
And then, finally, the pain of the Wasting Echo crashed back over him. 
He screeched and grit his teeth as the Aether receded, and he was barely even cognizant enough to watch the Huntress disarm Serrane, lick the sorcerous blood from her cheeks, and toss her across the room like a ragdoll.
“As I said, the Echo will destroy you,” Lasille whispered as she crouched over him. “Your only hope is to allow the light of the Conduit into your heart. She is your salvation. She is this wretched world’s deliverance!”
“Oh, fuck off,” Cassel spat. The puncture wounds in his chest were making it difficult to breathe, and the pain of the Echo was making it impossible to stand. Despite all their plans, despite all their struggles, he was broken.
It was over. 
“I will summon one of our healers,” Lasille said, gently dragging the tips of her claw over his cheek. “They will save you so that you can be reborn.”
“Get away from him!”
Lasille glanced back over her shoulder. Tahira was standing there in the doorway, her hands quaking.  “What’s this? You took the last priestess with you?”
Cassel swore under his breath. “What the hell are you doing? Get out of here!”
Lasille chuckled and stood. “Oh, this is precious. Don’t you understand? She was saved by a mighty paladin, and she has already fallen in love with him. It’s an old story. How adorable!”
“Get away from him,” Tahira repeated. Her voice was trembling now too, as if she had only just realized the extent of her mistake. 
“Remarkable,” Lasille said, grinning even wider. “My mistress told us that that Knights of the Silver Fist were beloved all across the Northern Reaches. We heard all manner of stories about rescued damsels and glorious victories against insurmountable odds. I admit, I always assumed they were mostly nonsense. But look at her! She barely knows you and she’s already willing to throw her life away in your defense.”
“Leave her alone,” Cassel said, wincing as he struggled to prop himself up on an elbow. “Take me if you want. I’ll cooperate as long as you let her go.”
Lasille snorted. “You really mean that, don’t you? Unbelievable.” She glanced between them as she licked another drop of blood from her lips. “How about we bring her with us, hmm? She’s quite pretty. Once you have pledged yourself to the Conduit, you could easily make this one your pet. We could share in her spoils together.”
Trembling in rage, Cassel risked a quick glance back at Serrane. She wasn’t moving, and for all he knew she was dead. Tahira’s inexplicable power might have been the only hope left of saving Highwind. She had to get out of here…
“Just let her go,” Cassel begged. “Please.”
Lasille’s grin turned downright sadistic, and she took another step towards Tahira. “I must have been wrong about you, girl. I thought you were just a worthless acolyte, but now…now I can sense something inside you after all. Is that why your ‘sisters’ wanted to hide you from me? Is that why they wanted to protect you so badly?”
“You will pay for what you did to them,” Tahira said, her hands balling into fists. “The Goddess will judge you for your sins!”
“Unlikely,” Lasille sneered. “But perhaps I need to reevaluate your worth. Now hold still so I can have a taste.”
“No!”
Tahira’s scream crashed over the tower like a thunderous quake. The stones in the floor shook so hard Lasille actually stumbled and lost her balance, and Cassel had to clutch on the leg of a nearby table just to stay partially upright. He glanced back at Tahira, but she was no longer standing in the doorway—she was floating. 
“Escar’s mercy,” he breathed. 
A soft yellow glow had enveloped the girl’s entire body, and it was growing brighter and brighter every second. Cassel could feel the waves of power cascading off of her, and when they crashed over him they washed away the last remnants of the Wasting Echo. The Aether flowed through him once again.
“What?” Lasille stammered, shielding her eyes from the light. “How are you—?”
She never finished the sentence. Tahira glanced at the other woman, and two brilliant, coruscating beams of energy exploded from her eyes and smashed into the Huntress’s chest. Lasille flew backwards so fast her body crashed through the wall on the opposite side of the room. The entire tower shuddered from the blast, and stones began collapsing all over the chamber, filling the air with dust and smoke. Cassel wouldn’t have been able to see anything without the beams—they were like rays of pure sunlight carving through an oppressive black fog. He reflexively dove on top of Serrane to protect her just in case the whole tower suddenly collapsed…
But then it was over. The beams of light dissipated, and as the rubble went still so did the air. For a moment the only thing Cassel could hear was the ringing in his ears and the rattle of his breath, but when the dust cleared he saw Tahira slouched against the doorway staring down at her hands. There was no more glow, no more energy…just the confused and stunned silence of a young woman who had no idea what she had just done. 
Or what she might do next. 
Swallowing heavily, Cassel reached out and checked Serrane’s pulse. She was alive but precariously weak, and he quickly placed both hands upon her and channeled a healing spell into her wounds. His connection to the Aether seemed as strong as ever, possibly even stronger, and he was confident he could get her back to full strength in a few days. His own wounds were no different; he channeled restorative energy into the puncture wounds in his chest and let out a long, slow breath as the pain gradually receded. 
“Ern…” Serrane mumbled as her eyes slowly fluttered back open. “Julian?”
“Just stay put for a moment,” he told her, planting a soft kiss on her forehead. “Everything will be all right.”
Cassel wasn’t sure if he believed that or not, but he slowly crawled over to the gaping hole in the tower wall and peered outside. The Vorsalosian troops were already scattering, and without their leader they might not have been able to regather their nerve. Lasille’s body was nowhere to be found on the road below, though it was possible she had simply been incinerated. In theory, Senosi were impervious to normal magic, but the power Tahira had unleashed was anything but normal. 
Still, given Senosi resilience Cassel wouldn’t have been surprised if the Huntress had survived the blast and the fall somehow…
He turned around and crawled back to Tahira. The closer he approached, the warmer the Aether seemed to boil when he channeled it through his body. He was more convinced than ever that the most important thing he and Serrane could do was get this girl back to Highwind as soon as possible. 
“I don’t understand,” she blubbered as he wrapped his arms protectively around her. “What is happening to me?”
“I don’t know,” Cassel admitted. “But we’re going to find out.”
 
 
 



Epilogue
 
The dragon and his harem remained almost completely silent during their exodus from Riverbend, and Selvhara was thankful for the brief reprieve. Even though she had a great deal to celebrate, the moon was particularly bright tonight. The longer its pale beams shone down upon her, the harder it was to resist their call. She hadn’t wanted to transform for precisely that reason, and the fact she could still taste blood on her lips wasn’t making things any easier. Without the One God’s power, she might have slaughtered her new companions right then and there. 
But you do have his power. He protects you. He shelters you. And all he asks in return is your unwavering obedience. 
Selvhara was beyond ecstatic that her firenettle potion had worked; with more time and proper equipment, she could brew a much more powerful version to help Jorem along. She had expected to be here with him for months, possibly even years, while he gradually unlocked his ancestral memories. But his blood legacy was obviously strong; perhaps his apotheosis would only take a matter of weeks. If so, Jorem and his harem would be able to dispatch the new Conduit and her forces with ease. They would be lauded as heroes across the Northern Reaches. 
At which point the One God will command you to betray them. 
Selvhara buried the thought as deeply as she could and focused upon the here and now. She desperately wanted to use her healing magic to aid the others, but she couldn’t afford to reveal that she was a channeler. Such a revelation would only invite more questions, and since the Senosi would be able to tell that Selvhara wasn’t a sorcerer…well, they would eventually put the pieces together and realize that the druid served a Conduit of her own. 
Thankfully, Jorem’s powers were up to the task. His channeling abilities returned to normal after they got some distance from the village, and he quickly patched up the amazon’s scrapes and bruises. The Huntress’s injuries were far more severe—the amazon had to carry the other woman out of town—but after Valuri fed off a quick blast of Aetheric energy her Senosi regeneration kicked in and brought her back to full strength. 
 “I still think we should have stuck around the village, at least for one night,” Valuri muttered when they finally approached the bridge. 
“I’d rather be out here than getting chased around by pitchforks,” Jorem said. “Those people weren’t going to roll out a welcome mat for a sorcerer, a Senosi Huntress, and a werewolf.”
Valuri scoffed. “See, this is why we should never bother helping anyone. They’re all a bunch of ungrateful little shits.”
“They are frightened and defenseless,” Kaseya said. “We cannot blame them.”
“Sure we can. I’m doing it right now.”
Jorem groaned. “The important thing is that we gave the Inquisitrix a bloody nose. Who knows, maybe she’ll slow her advance.”
“I doubt that very much,” Valuri said. “Without the Silver Fist to defend them, those people are still completely helpless. We bought them a little time, that’s it.”
He pursed his lips and glanced off to the west. “Maybe the Captain’s Council in Ostvara will hold out longer than we think.”
“Do you actually believe that?”
“No,” Jorem admitted. “Not really.”
“I didn’t think so.”
Jorem sighed and glanced up at the moonlit sky before turning to Selvhara. She knew that her eyes were still a feral yellow, and it was probably more than a little disturbing. 
“Now that we’re not fighting for our lives, maybe you can tell us how you didn’t bleed out in that ditch,” he asked. 
Selvhara shrugged as innocently as she could. “The moon-curse grants many gifts. I am…durable.”
“No, I am durable,” Valuri said. “You are immortal, assuming the legends are true.”
Kaseya paused. “Immortal?”
“Oh, come on, Red, you must have heard the stories even on that island of yours,” Valuri said. “I’ve been wondering about it for days, and I even gave her a chance to come clean when I put my claws at her throat.”
Jorem frowned. “You did what?”
“Don’t get your knickers knotted, she wasn’t in any real danger,” Valuri said, scowling at the druid. “I couldn’t have hurt you even if I’d wanted to, isn’t that right?”
Selvhara’s stomach sank as she glanced between them. Apparently the Huntress was even more cunning than she thought. This little bitch could ruin everything…
“No,” the druid admitted. 
“So you lied, then,” Valuri said. 
Jorem waved his hands between them. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“She’s a bloody werewolf—that means she’s practically unkillable,” Valuri said. “Unless you have some silver lying around, she could tear us all to pieces and there isn’t a damn thing any of us could do about it.”
“Why would I want to do that?” Selvhara asked. “I am your ally!”
“Yeah, so you’ve said. I still don’t believe it.”
“Just relax, would you?” Jorem asked, placing his hand on Valuri’s arm. “If you’re so convinced she wants to hurt us, then why hasn’t she done it already?”
“I don’t know,” Valuri said. “But I promise you this: I will find out.”
Selvhara tried her best to look more confused than annoyed, but it wasn’t easy. In a way, this Huntress might have been an even larger threat to the One God’s plans than the Conduit herself. Jorem was the key—Selvhara couldn’t afford to jeopardize his trust. 
  Imagine if he knew the whole truth about you. Imagine if he knew all the things you’ve done. Imagine if he knew who—and what—you really are. 
But he didn’t, and he never would. Selvhara knew she just needed to figure out a way to get closer to him…
“Wait,” she warned as her attention snapped back into the present. Her nose twitched as she caught a new scent on the wind, and her eyes narrowed until she could see the outline of the bridge in the distance. “Someone is coming. We need to get off the road.”
She dashed towards the tree line, and to her mild surprise the others followed without protest. Her sensitive ears picked up the distant clatter of hooves long before theirs did, but they all remained stiff and silent as a group of three men wearing the raven tabard of Vorsalos trotted past them to the bridge. 
“Son of a bitch,” Valuri whispered. “Where the hell did they come from?”
Kaseya lifted her hand and bade for them to follow as she crouched and sneaked along the roadside. The moon was so bright that it didn’t take long before they could see the makeshift palisade barricading the bridge.  
“Well, I guess we finally figured out why we haven’t seen any merchant carts or travelers heading south along the road,” Valuri said. “They’re already blockading the city.”
Jorem’s cheek twitched as he studied the enemy fortifications. The palisade itself wasn’t particularly impressive, but the rows of tents stretched along the side of the road were. Selvhara counted at least three dozen of them—not enough to support a whole army, but plenty to maintain a siege. 
“We are too late,” Kaseya breathed. 
“Not necessarily,” Jorem said, biting down on his lip. “The Council could still be trying to rally the city’s defenses.”
Valuri scoffed. “Or planning how to surrender most efficiently.”
Selvhara placed her hand on the dragon’s shoulder. “How do you wish to proceed?”
Jorem pursed his lips. “First, we figure out a way to sneak inside and find Ranger-General Serrane.”
“And then?”
“And then…” He took a deep breath and shrugged. “I honestly have no idea.”
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