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1
 
“In hard times like this, it’s important to remember that things could be a lot worse.”
All five of the other prisoners sharing my cell turned and glared at me. Collectively, they had about as many teeth as I did with probably five times as many scars. It wasn’t exactly the optimal tooth-to-scar ratio I looked for in potential allies, but a man in my current position couldn’t afford to be picky.
“I’m just saying, we could have all been stripped naked and tied to the ceiling,” I went on, grinning. “Then they could have threatened to castrate us and handed our crazy, bitter ex-girlfriends the knife. I mean, that would be worse, right?”
If their previous glares had been caustic, their new ones could only be described as “murderous.” Maybe, just maybe, a bunch of men who had just been arrested by the Highwind Guard and caged within the Grey Citadel weren’t looking to make new friends. 
“What the hell is wrong with you?” one of the men snapped. He looked like he enjoyed eating rocks for breakfast, which at least would have explained his conspicuously poor dental hygiene. 
“Just trying to lighten the mood,” I said. “It’s not—”
“Shut the fuck up!” another of men growled. “Or I’ll break that pretty face of yours before your screams reach the warden’s ears.”
I sighed and slinked back into the corner of the cell. Suffice to say, our little return trip to Highwind hadn’t gone according to plan so far. After Magister Rethon had arrested Kaseya, Valuri, and I outside of the Silken Rose, his men had tossed us into different cells here in the bowels of the Grey Citadel, Highwind’s maximum security prison for dangerous and magically deviant individuals. I hadn’t seen the girls for the better part of a day now, and for all I knew they had already been interrogated and released. It would be the height of irony for me to have finally rescued Valuri only to end up in a different prison with her on the outside…
I had tried my best not to think about it. Kaseya wouldn’t abandon me so easily, but Valuri…well, it was entirely conceivable that she would just cut her losses and run. I still loved her and always had, but she could be a real cunt sometimes. It was part of her charm. 
I sat silently in the corner for what felt like an epoch before I heard the shuffling of movement outside the cell. One of the grey-hooded guards approached the door, a jingling keyring in his hand. 
“You have a visitor, sorcerer,” he said. “Keep your hands where I can see them. Try to channel and you’ll get to spend a week in the Vault.”
“You don’t have to worry about me,” I said, resisting the urge to fire off another ill-timed quip. The guards here seemed even less interested in chatter than the prisoners.
He opened the door and gestured for me to walk slowly in front of him. Even if I’d wanted to try and escape, channeling wasn’t an option. They had fitted with a suppression collar the moment I’d arrived, and when I closed my eyes I swore I could feel the vatari crystals embedded within actually siphoning the Aether out of me. They were the same stones that gave Valuri and the other Senosi their magic-eating powers. 
The guard and I eventually reached dungeon’s processing area, a wide, plus-shaped chamber that acted as the final hub before prisoners were assigned a cell block that fit their “needs.” There were only a few other prisoners here at the moment, though I immediately recognized the slender, silver-haired half-elf in the skimpy skirt, thigh-high boots, and black bandeau. 
Silhouette turned and looked at me, the faintest hint of a smile tugging at her lips. I couldn’t imagine why. Her hands were shackled behind her back, and as far as I knew the guards had arrested her and several of the other Silken Rose whores for conspiring with the Black Mistress. If anything, she should have been enraged to see me—Rethon and his goons had followed my Aetheric trail right to her doorstep, after all. 
I didn’t say anything for fear of angering my escort, but when he randomly struck up a conversation with the other guards Silhouette leaned and whispered into my ear. 
“I delivered your message.”
My brow furrowed. “What?”
“My employer wishes to meet you, now more than ever,” she went on, her voice a smooth purr. “Moonshadow Plaza, the Skittering Spider. Anytime you’re ready to talk.”
My mouth opened but nothing came out. This was not the conversation I’d been expecting to have this morning…
“Tell your amazon friend I’m looking forward to seeing her again,” Silhouette added. 
Before I found my voice, my escort turned and gestured for me to follow. “Come on. Trust me: you don’t want to keep your visitor waiting.”
He dragged me along behind him, and when I glanced back over my shoulder Silhouette had already turned away. I still wasn’t sure what to make of her words. I had assumed that her employer, the enigmatic Black Mistress, would have lost all interest in me the moment I’d been so stupid as to get myself and a bunch of her contacts in the city arrested. But Silhouette hadn’t seemed the least bit concerned about it—I could only assume that was a good thing. 
I sighed and shook my head as the guard led me up a nearby staircase to the Citadel’s main entrance. We walked through a large, pristine marble corridor before he pushed me into a holding cell where visitors could safely meet with guests. To my relief, the girls were already waiting inside. 
“Don’t try anything stupid,” the guard said, closing the cell door. “When your visitor arrives, stand clear of the bars and behave yourself. Otherwise you’ll—”
“End up in the Vault,” I finished for him. “I heard you the first fifty times.”
The man glared at me for a long moment, then abruptly turned and continued down the corridor. Valuri waited all of about five seconds before she started tearing into me. 
“Two days,” Valuri said, crossing her arms and scowling at me. “We’ve been back together for two whole days and you already found a way to get us thrown in prison!”
“Nice to see you, too,” I muttered. 
“Did you forget that I spent the last three fucking months in the Inquisitrix’s dungeon thanks to you?”
“How could he when you constantly berate him about it?” Kaseya asked. 
Valuri shot the amazon a baleful glare. “We would have already been out of here if you had just let me sweet-talk that guard yesterday.”
“You were lying to him.”
“Of course I was lying to him! That was the whole bloody point!”
“There is no honor in deception.”
Valuri grimaced. “You challenged him to a duel, and when he refused you threatened to kill him if he didn’t let you see Jorem. Did you seriously think that would help?”
“I knew he would be too cowardly to accept my challenge,” Kaseya said. “I thought I could intimidate him instead.”
Valuri smacked her head and ran her fingers back through her black hair. “You see what I’ve had to deal with this whole time?” 
“And here I was worried that the two of you wouldn’t get along,” I muttered, leaning against the back wall. 
“This isn’t funny,” Valuri said, shifting her glare back to me. “And how the hell did you get caught in the first place? You honestly didn’t know that the Mage’s Guild was spying on you? Even after you met Magister Moustache the first time?”
“I assumed I would notice if they started poking around, and Rethon seemed like he was just posturing,” I said, wincing at how lame the defense sounded to my own ears. “Besides, it wasn’t like we had much of a choice. We were running out of coin, and magic was the only way for us to find the information we needed.”
“No, it was the lazy way for you to find the information you needed,” Valuri countered. “You’ve always relied on the Aether too much. If I hadn’t taken pity on you, the Senosi would have caught and killed you years ago.”
I stood and got right up in her face. As usual, she didn’t flinch in the slightest. 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grumbled. “You have no idea how much I’ve restrained myself since coming to Highwind.”
“Jorem, you nearly killed yourself by overchanneling on Ayrael’s ship.”
“That’s… different,” I managed.  
“Is it?” Valuri pressed. “Kaseya also told me that you roasted a few dozen bandits and nearly burned down a whole fortress in the wilds. Were you restraining yourself then?”
“Our lives were at stake,” I protested. “I didn’t have a choice.”
“Did you have a choice when you started charming whores and wenches and guards?” Valuri scoffed and shook her head. “Unbelievable. You spent your whole life as a fugitive in Vorsalos, Jorem. Since when did you get so stupid? I taught you better than that!”
I started to respond but swore under my breath instead. She was right, of course—I had been more reckless than usual recently. I obviously should have been more careful after my initial confrontation with Rethon, too, but I hadn’t expected the wizards to be able to follow my Aetheric trail without my knowledge…
I sighed and pinched at my nose. The other problem was that I had spent so many years traveling with Valuri that I had grown more dependent upon her Senosi abilities than I wanted to admit. As long as she was around, my channeling didn’t leave a trail—she could easily absorb any residual echoes of my magic. 
“I still cannot believe your people would dare to imprison such a skilled moshalim,” Kaseya whispered. “They should be celebrating and harnessing your power, not trying to shackle it.”
Valuri grunted. “You’re cute, honey, but here in the real world you can’t just give dangerous channelers a morning blowjob and expect them to behave. Sorcery is deadly and terrifying in the wrong hands. It needs to be controlled.”
Kaseya frowned. “If you agree with your Inquisitrix, then why are you here helping Jorem?”
“The Inquisitrix wants to chop the balls off male sorcerers and brainwash female ones into serving her,” Valuri replied. “Just because I can accept the reality that the Aether is dangerous doesn’t mean I embrace her whole worldview. She’s a crazy, psychopathic cunt with far too much power and influence.”
I sighed again and gently pushed my forehead against the bars. “Look, we all just need to relax,” I said. “The two of you haven’t actually broken any laws.”
Valuri scoffed. “What difference does that make?”
“This isn’t Vorsalos—the rule of law actually matters here,” I told her. “I guarantee they’ll let the two of you go eventually.”
“What about you?” Kaseya asked. 
I shrugged. “I channeled the Aether without a license. I suspect they’ll want to lock me up for a little while.”
“That is unacceptable. I will not leave your side, Maskari.”
I grunted and smiled despite myself. I still wasn’t sure what to make of her fanatical loyalty, but I knew she meant every word. I also knew that I hadn’t fucked her in almost three days, and I desperately wanted to correct that oversight as quickly as possible. I was a honestly a little surprised she hadn’t dropped to her knees and tried to drain me the moment we’d been reunited, guards be damned. 
“You’ll have to, at least for a while,” I said, lowering my voice and glancing back and forth down the nearby corridor. I didn’t see any signs of our “visitor” or anyone else yet, but I knew we still needed to be careful what we said. This was a prison run by wizards, after all—there were probably magical sensors all over the place in here.
“What he means is that he’s expecting us to break him out,” Valuri said. “The irony is so thick I think I’m going to gag.”
Kaseya frowned. “What? But how could we—”
“Tsst,” I hissed through my teeth as I made a sealed lips motion with my hand. Val of all people should have known better.
“There’s no one standing in the corridor, and their magical sensors won’t be able to hear me,” Valuri said, tapping her arm to remind us of her concealed Senosi tattoos. “I can say whatever I want—you too are the ones who need to be careful.”
“You don’t know that for certain,” I warned. “This place is built to hold monsters with all kinds of horrifying abilities. Who knows what kind of lingering enchantments they have in place?”
“I’m sure they’re all very impressive, but they still won’t be able to affect me.”
“You’re certain?”
“Certain enough,” she said, shrugging. “Like you said, I’ll probably be out on the streets soon. You’re the one who’s screwed.”
I groaned. “Thanks, Val. It’s so great knowing you always have my back.”
“I do not understand why you put up with her,” Kaseya said. “She is cold, capricious, and dishonorable.”
“Oh, get over yourself, sugar tits,” Valuri said. “Maybe if you could keep your mouth shut we’d—”
“Enough,” I said, glancing back out into the corridor. I wanted to tell them about my bump-in with Silhouette, but I couldn’t take the risk. “Do you have any idea who our visitor is?”
“Someone important, judging from how the guards were reacting,” Valuri said. “Maybe you got the attention of the councilors. Or maybe even the Archmage himself.”
I nibbled at my lip. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”
“Well, let’s see: he hates Senosi, he hates sorcerers…the only one who is safe is Kaseya, at least until she blurts out something that gets us all into trouble.”
I started to argue, but a moment later the door at the end of the corridor opened. A pair of Citadel guards stepped inside, and behind them I heard the unexpected but unmistakable click of high heels on stone. The footsteps approached slowly but deliberately, and I found myself holding my breath until a tall, statuesque high elf woman walked into view. 
She was, without a doubt, one of the most stunning women I had ever seen. Like most elves, she had high, stately cheekbones and flawless white skin. She tucked her long golden hair back in a tightly-braided ponytail that dangled halfway down her back, though her movements were so graceful and measured it barely even swished back and forth when she walked. Despite her fairly conservative outfit—a hip-hugging, knee-length blue dress—the sight of her bright blue eyes and slender body was enough to make my cock twinge in my trousers. Her five inch heels and ample cleavage were enough to make it spring upright.
“Leave us,” she said to the nearby guards. 
“But, my lady, we should—”
“Leave us.”
The two men shared a nervous glance, then quickly scurried out of the room and closed the door behind them. 
“The fugitive sorcerer from Vorsalos,” the elf woman said in a smooth, cultured voice once we were alone. “Interesting. I hope you are as knowledge as you say.”
“So do I,” I squeaked, forcing an awkward smile. “My name is Jorem Farr. My friends and I—”
“I know who you are,” she interrupted. “And just as importantly, I know who your friends are. Valuri Sorvaal, former Senosi Huntress and personal assassin for the Grand Inquisitrix. Kaseya Tal’Shira, amazon warrior from Nol Krovos.”
I swallowed heavily, still trying to figure out exactly who we were dealing with. The woman’s elegant dress wasn’t exactly a Guild-issue robe or tunic, which meant she obviously wasn’t just some random lackey. Perhaps she was a full Magistrix like Rethon…or perhaps she was something else entirely. 
“Impressive,” Valuri said. “If you know who we are, then you must know how useful we could be to someone in your position. I doubt many prisoners here warrant a personal visit from the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy.”
I pursed my lips and resisted the urge to swear. No, this woman definitely wasn’t a random Guild lackey—Headmistress Telanya was the one of the most powerful and influential people in whole damn city. The rumor on the street was that she had come here from Nelu’Thalas just over a year ago, and she had married Archmage Beloran not long afterwards. I felt like any idiot for not realizing who she was the moment I’d seen her. As usual, I decided to blame my overeager cock for clouding my judgment…
Telanya studied Valuri for several long seconds before she finally smiled. “Many wizards in this city would gladly see a Senosi Huntress hanged. They know what you stand for and what you represent.”
“Fair enough, but I’m not here on behalf of the Grand Inquisitrix,” Valuri said. “Quite the opposite, in fact. My friends and I are hoping we can convince the fine people of your city that the Senosi threat is even greater than they realize.”
“The people don’t need convincing,” Telanya replied. “The rabble is easily roused and frightened. The more difficult task will be persuading the Highwind Council to take action. They are so distracted by local politics that they refuse to see the true threat on the horizon.”
“We know more about that threat than anyone,” I said, an excited flutter in my stomach. It seemed like there was an opportunity here, assuming we didn’t fuck it up. “I’ve spent my whole life avoiding the Senosi. Valuri knows the workings of the Vorsalosian elite than anyone. And Kaseya…well, she’s personally acquainted with the Inquisitrix’s new right-hand woman.”
Telanya swept her eyes over us one by one. I couldn’t help but wonder how powerful of a channeler she was…or if she had the same attitude towards sorcerers that her husband did. The elves of Nelu’Thalas were far more accepting of all kinds of magic—perhaps that was why she was willing to speak with me. 
I also couldn’t help but wonder what she looked like naked, but I did my best to bury that particular question before it got me into trouble. 
“You have made some serious mistakes, Jorem Farr,” she said after a moment. “Using the Aether to manipulate the minds and memories of Highwind citizens is a serious crime. The Highwind Council will demand that my husband judge you harshly.”
“But they don’t know anything about me just yet, do they?” I asked, sensing where she might be going with this. “And you want to make me an offer to keep it that way.”
Her eyes focused upon me. “I am concerned about the safety of this city. As you said, the Senosi are a grave threat—one that many of my colleagues refuse to see. I think you may possess useful information on their strategy and capabilities.” She took a step closer to the bars. “I also think there may be something else you can do for me.”
I smiled. “We’re listening.”
“I’m afraid I cannot discuss it here,” she said. “The three of you will be released into my custody, and you will attend a dinner at our estate this evening. Once there, you will tell my husband and I everything you know about the Inquisitrix.” 
“I would be happy to,” I told her, and meant it. My heart had started racing with in my chest. Fate, it seemed, hadn’t completely abandoned me just yet.
“Good,” Telanya said. “The warden will release you shortly. My associates will meet you outside and make sure you are properly dressed for the occasion tonight.” She started to turn away but then pivoted back towards us a second later. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that I am taking a significant risk by clearing your name in this way. If you don’t end want to spend the rest of your lives rotting in a cell, I suggest you do exactly as I say from this point onward.”
“We understand,” I assured her. “And we won’t disappoint you.”
“We shall see.”
Telanya turned and left the room, the clicking of her heels echoing through the stone corridor. When she started whispering something to the guards outside, I ran a hand across my face and glanced back to the girls. 
“That was…unexpected.”
“She’s desperate,” Valuri said, a dark smile on her lips. “I could see it in her face and hear it in her voice.”
“She must be if she’s reaching out to a group of total strangers from a rival city-state,” I said. “What could the wife of the Archmage and the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy possibly want from us?”
“I don’t know,” Valuri said. “But I can’t wait to find out.”
 
***
 
The guard eventually introduced us to Telanya’s “associates” outside the Grey Citadel, and it was immediately clear that we were simply being handed off from one set of guards to another. Two of the men were Guild wizards, judging from their robes, and the third was a genuine servant who seemed positively giddy at the prospect of getting the three of us ready for the night’s festivities. 
The girls reacted more or less exactly how I had expected: Kaseya was a good sport but found whole thing frivolous; Valuri griped constantly despite the fact she was clearly enjoying every minute of it. By the time we finished it was only an hour or so before nightfall, and the servant quickly bought us a carriage and pointed us toward the Archmage’s estate. 
“I’m still not completely clear what you wish to accomplish,” Kaseya said once we finally had a modicum of privacy inside the carriage. 
“Getting us out of a prison was a good start,” I said. “Getting you into that dress was a nice bonus.”
Both women were undeniably radiant in their new attire. Kaseya had traded her red armor for a red dress, and the design had made my cock stir the moment I’d laid eyes on it. The long slit on the side of the floor-length skirt showed off her shapely legs, and the crisscrossing halter top gently cradled her breasts while leaving her back and navel exposed. She was even wearing heels, thanks to Valuri’s endless taunts. 
The Huntress was wearing heels too, of course, but I honestly couldn’t imagine her feet without them. She had chosen a black dress with a much shorter skirt, and the way the fabric hugged her cleavage made it almost impossible for me to look at anything else. 
“We have some privacy now,” Kaseya said, placing her hand in my lap. “Should I relieve you before we reach the estate?”
I wish. 
I would have given just about anything for ten minutes alone with her right now. I’d spent half my time in that cell worrying that the gods had only given her to me so that they could brutally steal her away a few weeks later. 
“He’ll be fine,” Valuri said, scoffing and crossing her arms. “If anyone needs relief, it’s me. I haven’t fed in almost two days…”
“Well, you’re not taking my blood,” I told her. 
“It’s not your blood I want.”
Kaseya glanced between us. “I can help you both, then. This won’t take long…”
She began to reach into my trousers, but I grabbed her wrist and stopped her. “I’ll be fine,” I soothed. “We need to keep our heads here. I have no idea what kind of job Telanya plans on offering us, but we weren’t in any position to turn her down. She has gold and power. We could use both.”
“Does this change your plan to try and work with the Black Mistress?” Kaseya asked. 
I pursed my lips. “I bumped into Silhouette when I was being escorted up to the holding cell. She said that she had delivered our message and that the Black Mistress would contact us soon.”
“Interesting,” Valuri said, her eyes lightning up. “Maybe we’ll get the chance to play these fools off each other.”
“Maybe, but at the moment I think we just need to wait and see what Telanya has to offer us.” I paused and thought back to our brief meeting in the dungeon. “You knew who she was from the moment she walked up to our cell. I assume that means the Senosi have some kind of dirt on the Headmistress?”
“The Inquisitrix has dirt on everyone,” Valuri said matter-of-factly. “All I know about Telanya is that she hasn’t been in Highwind all that long, and no one seems to know why a gorgeous highborne elf would marry a geriatric Archmage—other than the obvious, anyway. Being his trophy wife has given her a tremendous amount of power and influence with the Council. I assume she’s angling to become the new Archmage when the old man finally dies.”
“Is the title hereditary?” I asked. 
“Most powerful offices in Highwind are appointed by the Council, who are in turn appointed by the various noble families in the city. One can only assume she’s been building relationships to try and make herself the logical choice.”
I nodded. “Interesting, though that doesn’t explain why she would want to hire us. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”
“You say that this city is different than Vorsalos,” Kaseya said, “yet all I see is scheming and posturing by small-minded people.”
“Welcome to civilization, honey,” Valuri said, patting the amazon on the leg. “You’re a long way from Nol Krovos.”
We arrived at our destination a few minutes later, and our Guild escorts helped us out of the carriage and led us across a winding sidewalk to the Archmage’s estate. Having seen the wealth and decadence of the Vorsalosian elite first-hand many times, I wasn’t sure precisely what to expect here. The Inquisitrix had lavishly rewarded the nobles who’d supported her rise to power—their estates were filled with massive statues, gold-plated furniture, and scores of slaves. What they lacked, for obvious ideological reasons, was magic. And as it turned out, that made an enormous difference. 
“Saarash,” Kaseya whispered. “Even our moshalim do not live like this…”
“No one does,” I murmured. The path leading up to the estate was surrounded on all sides by a lush, kaleidoscopic flower garden that looked more like a painting than real-life…and that wasn’t far from the truth. I could feel the Aetheric currents rippling through air like static electricity, nourishing the plants and enhancing the colors of their petals. The garden wasn’t an illusion, but it wasn’t quite real, either. I had never seen or felt anything like it. 
The small statues and fountains spread throughout the carefully-cultivated labyrinth were all carved from the pristine white stone common in the Shattered Peaks to the west. No one had used a chisel and hammer here, however; the craftsmanship was far too smooth and perfect for rough tools. Only the Aether could sculpt stone so precisely. 
“I feel tingly just walking through here,” Valuri said. Her head was flicking back and forth like an addict who had just stumbled into new lotus den. “I could stand here and feed for hours…”
“Try and contain yourself,” I warned, keeping my voice as low as possible. “The last thing we need is for your eyes and tattoos to start glowing.”
“Maybe the old man will find it as sexy as you do.”
“Maybe the old man will have you thrown back in the dungeon or burned at the stake,” I countered. “You of all people should understand how important this is.”
“You don’t know what it’s like, Jorem. You’ve never had the hunger.”
“I’ve known you long enough to understand,” I soothed, taking her hand. “Don’t worry—I’ll feed you when we’re out of here.”
Valuri flashed me a coy grin. “Promise?”
“As much as you want. Just try and hold yourself together until then.”
We reached the entry foyer a minute later, and another set of guards opened the door for us. I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see that the interior of the estate was every bit as ostentatious as the garden. Everything inside, from the silver-plated bannisters to the pristine marble furniture, practically glowed with a latent Aetheric aura. The tingle in the air was even more concentrated in here. I was genuinely worried about Valuri—at this point her green eyes were completely dilated. She was even starting to wobble on her heels. 
Thankfully, our hosts didn’t give us time to wander; Telanya and Archmage Beloran appeared just a few moments after we entered. The highborne Headmistress had wrapped herself in a flowing, sleeveless dress, and I had to consciously force myself not to leer at her perfect body. Her husband didn’t return the favor. The old man’s gray eyes locked onto Kaseya, and I wanted to vomit at the thought of his withered pecker stirring to life at the sight of her.

“Archmage,” I said, offering the man a short bow. “We are honored by presence.”
“You should be thanking my wife,” he said. “I’m not in the habit of inviting wanted criminals into my home, let alone men who waste their gift on whores.”
I forced myself to smile rather than scowl. The man was taller than expected—though still several inches shorter than his wife thanks to her ludicrous heels—and his clothes remarkably plain for a man of his power and authority. He wore nearly the same gray-blue robe as the other Guild wizards I had seen in the city, though I could feel the power radiating from the enchantments woven into the fabric. 
“I’m very thankful for her willingness to hear me out,” I said, nodding at Telanya. “I know you are wary of sorcerers, and for good reason. But I hope we can—”
“I do not blame you for what you are,” Beloran interrupted. “You did not choose to be born with the Aether in your veins, and it’s not your fault that you can wield its power with the flick of your wrist. Do you blame the bear when it mauls a man in the woods?”
“Uh, well, I suppose—”
“Of course you wouldn’t,” the Archmage went on, flicking his hand dismissively. “You accept that the bear is as the gods made him. And that is exactly how I look at you and the rest of your ilk, Mister Farr. You are what you are, and we should not blame or shun you because of it.”
I paused and let him speak. I had dealt with enough old, ostensibly “wizened” people to know when they were about to unleash a bitter tirade, and in my experience it was generally best to just relax and brace yourself for the inevitable.
“That said, the danger you represent cannot be ignored,” he continued. “Just as we would not allow bears to rampage through our city, we cannot allow men who conjure flame from their fingertips to roam our streets without supervision. Every man and woman who wishes to learn the secrets of the Aether is welcome at our Academy, but those who are deemed unfit are forbidden to practice their craft until they complete their trials. We don’t teach them anything truly dangerous until we are certain they can be trusted. Your kind, unfortunately, cannot be restrained so easily.”
Beloran eyed me up and down. “If you had grown up here, the Guild may have been able to teach you how to channel properly at a young age. You might have even been a licensed wizard by now. Unfortunately, I’m sure the Inquisitrix has filled your mind with propaganda. We are not tyrants or monsters. One of the main purposes of the Highwind Academy is to shield channelers from their own stupidity. Knowledge can be a terrible thing in the hands of a fool, and the Aether is greatest force multiplier in the multiverse. Without the Guild to temper the worst of our students’ impulses, this city would be a crater…or a graveyard.”
“Nol Krovos has been ruled by sorcerers for centuries,” Kaseya said. “We do not kill each other, and they have not destroyed our island.”
I grimaced, wondering if her bluntness would get us into trouble yet again. But instead the Archmage simply looked at her and smiled. 
“I envy your people’s restraint, my dear,” he said, “but your island and its wonderful people aren’t like the rest of the world. Out here, men quickly become monsters without a steady hand to guide them.”
“I see,” Kaseya replied. “Well, you can be assured that Jorem is not a monster. The first time I met him, he saved my sword-sister’s life with restorative magic.”
“How kind of him,” Telanya said, an odd glint in her eye. 
“Since then, he has only used his powers responsibly,” Kaseya added. “He has not harmed anyone outside of self-defense.”
“Does that include the whores whose minds he manipulated?” Telanya asked. “Or the city guards he tricked into believing they were his friends?”
“He did not inflict any permanent harm.”
“Only because he was lucky—sorcery is inherently unstable,” Beloran said. “But even if it weren’t, he committed a very serious crime. If the rest of the Council were to learn what happened, they would promptly sentence him to many years in the dark solitude of the Vault.”
“But they don’t know, and I assume that’s the reason we’re here,” Valuri put in. “You wouldn’t have invited us to dinner if you didn’t another offer to make.”
Telanya smiled at the Senosi. “You’re right, of course. There are many things we need to discuss.”
“But first, we have prepared some entertainment,” the Archmage said, his eyes still glued to Kaseya. He offered her his arm and gestured into the next room. “I think you’ll find it most enjoyable.”
I held my breath, wondering if she might say or do something incredibly earnest and offensive, but instead she smiled pleasantly, took his arm, and followed him into the next room. The strangest part of all, however, was the fact that Telanya didn’t scowl at her husband for touching another woman. Instead she shuffled forward and took my arm as we strolled into the adjacent dining hall. 
I put on my own pleasant smile and tried to ignore the warning bells ringing in my head. In my experience, the rich and powerful were almost always disturbed in one way or another, and it was already abundantly clear that there was something seriously wrong with these people. 
Still, I enjoyed the sweet scent of Telanya’s perfume, and the warmth of her touch was enough to stoke the seemingly unquenchable fire in my loins. I needed to sit down as quickly as possible before the growing tent in my trousers became a problem…
The dining hall was grand and sprawling, and the table at the center was large enough to accommodate several dozen guests. Telanya gestured for the three of us to sit down one side while she and her husband slid into chairs on the other. Servants appeared with trays a few seconds later, and I struggled to keep my mouth from visibly watering at the sight and smell of actual cooked food. I hadn’t eaten a legitimate meal in days.
“Open one of the bottles from my collection,” Telanya said to one of the servants just before he poured wine into our glasses. “This is a special occasion, after all.”
The servant’s eyes widened as if he couldn’t tell whether this was a test or not. “Uh…yes, yes, of course, mistress,” he blubbered. “W-which bottle?”
“I assume you can’t read Elven.”
“N-no, mistress.”
Telanya sighed. “Then just pick one of the blue ones. Use your best judgment.”
The servant nodded and swallowed.  He had the distinct look of a man who feared being transformed into a toad if he misbehaved.
“Please, eat as much as you like,” Telanya said. “The Citadel isn’t known for its wholesome meals.”
“Definitely not,” I said, plucking a stuffed scallop from the plate and resisting the urge to unceremoniously shovel it into my mouth. I had always been a fast eater, and the gnawing hunger in my gut wasn’t helping any. 
“I arranged for one of the city’s famous dancing troupes to give a short performance tonight,” Beloran said. “They’re all licensed guild mages—I think you’ll be impressed at what they can do.”
He clapped his hands once, and a moment later a quartet of flamboyantly costumed performers appeared from behind a curtain on the far side of the room. After offering us a quick bow, three of them began to dance while the fourth played a soft, soothing tune on her lute. It seemed like a fairly normal routine until the dancers began openly channeling the Aether. While one conjured ephemeral strands of purplish energy, the other did the same with brilliant plumes of orange-white flame. The woman standing between them dipped and dodged around the bursts in a genuinely mesmerizing pattern. 
“This one has always been my favorite,” the Archmage said wistfully. “They call it ‘The Solstice.’”
I nodded politely. The performance was genuinely enthralling, even for a man with rather simple and occasionally boorish tastes like myself. I still had difficulty paying attention for long, however. The hot food was distracting enough, but the hot high elf sitting on the opposite side of the table from me was a far bigger problem. Every few seconds my eyes would drift over to Telanya’s slender legs, and my mind refused to stop imagining all the ways I could wrap them around me. Silhouette was the only elf I had ever fucked, and her quim had been as tight as a human ass. I could only imagine what the hot, vise-like grip of a full-blooded elf cunt would feel like… 
Escar’s mercy, what the hell is wrong with you? You have two gorgeous women on either side of you, but instead of thinking about what you’re going to do with them tonight, you can’t stop fantasizing about the highborne bitch who is just as likely to throw you back in the dungeon as offer you a job. You were in prison for less than a day and you’re already acting like you haven’t seen a woman in ten years.
I bit down on my lip and shuffled in my seat. Given my ample experience, I should have mastered the art of sitting still with an erection a long time ago, but my cock refused to stop chaffing against my new trousers. I really hoped the Archmage didn’t have any mind-reading powers. Otherwise I was probably going to get us into a lot of trouble…
While the performers executed another dizzying maneuver, Kaseya leaned over and brought her lips to my ear. “I told you I should have drained you earlier,” she said, the faintest trace of amusement in her voice. “I will take care of you later.”
My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Unfortunately, turning away from Telanya didn’t even help, not when my eyes were immediately drawn to Valuri’s cleavage or Kaseya’s taught stomach. At this point, my damn libido was probably a bigger liability to our group than Kaseya’s blunt honesty or Valuri’s Senosi hunger.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s just that—”
My voice cut off when Valuri’s hand unexpectedly touched my leg. Her fingers crawled up my thigh until they were resting atop my bulging member.
“Val,” I hissed, keeping my voice as low as possible. “What are you doing?”
She didn’t reply or even turn to face me, but wicked grin tugged at her lips. She casually leaned forward and placed her left elbow on the table while her right hand wormed into my pants and freed my aching cock. 
I wanted to yell at her. I wanted to grab her arm and pulled her away. But even the slightest noise or movement could draw the attention of our hosts, and so instead I awkwardly leaned forward to try and hide my member beneath the table. 
“It’s breathtaking,” Valuri said at full volume, causing me to wince. “We don’t have anything remotely like this in Vorsalos.”
“I should think not,” Beloran said, turning his head to smile at her. “The Aether is deadly and dangerous, but in denying your people its power you also deny them its beauty.”
I didn’t know how, but she managed to keep her upper body mostly still even while her hand furiously pumped my cock beneath the table. I shoved another roll into my mouth to try and hide the strain on my face, but mercifully the Archmage wasn’t paying attention to me. He started leering at Valuri’s cleavage almost like he had just noticed her for the first time. The fact that her tits were bouncing slightly thanks to her ongoing handjob only made her more alluring. 
“Thankfully you’re young, and you still have plenty of time to enjoy the Aether’s many wonders,” the Archmage added. “Who knows, perhaps I’ll have the chance to show you sometime.”
She flashed him her most seductive grin. “I’d like that.”
I was more tempted than ever to knock her hand away, but she knew I couldn’t, not with him staring right at us. That had almost certainly been her plan all along. She might have loved tormenting me even more than she loved feeding off me.
“You’re going to miss the finale, dear,” Telanya said, touching her husband’s arm. If she was the least bit concerned about his wandering eyes, she didn’t show it. I couldn’t imagine what kind of idiot would risk flirting with his female guests when he was married to an unspeakably gorgeous high elf. 
Probably the same type of idiot who got hard staring at his female host when he already had a gorgeous Senosi lover and an equally gorgeous amazon bodyguard.  
I grimaced at the thought. I really was irredeemable. 
The Archmage eventually turned back around to watch the show, and the moment he was no longer looking at me I let out a soft moan and stopped trying to resist. My cock was ready to explode at any minute, and I figured it probably just better to get it over with at this point. 
Just before she stroked me over the edge, Valuri subtly knocked a spoon off the table and leaned over like she was going to pick it up. Her eyes lit up in anticipation of feeding off my seed, and the moment her head dipped below the tablecloth she opened her mouth—
At which point Kaseya lunged down and beat her to it. Her lips clamped over my swollen head like a warm, wet glove, and my seed promptly gushed into her eager mouth. I held as still as possible, desperate not to attract the attention of our hosts, and I watched as Valuri’s eyes narrowed in rage 
Kaseya popped up a moment later, and her throat rippled as she swallowed everything I had given her. She then handed the Senosi her fallen spoon and smiled. 
“You should know by now that I’m always eager to help,” Kaseya said. 
In any other time and place, the way the women were glaring at each other would have sent a terrified chill down my spine. It was like watching a pair of master duelists size each other up as they paced around the battle ring. But in the here and now, Valuri’s jealous ire was just getting me hard again. 
I stuffed my stem back into my trousers as surreptitiously as I could, and when the performers finished their dance and took a bow I was the first one to clap. 
“Marvelous,” I said. “Truly marvelous.”
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Dinner was served mere moments after the bards finished their performance, and Telanya’s terrified steward filled our glasses with a blue elven wine that was so sweet it was almost painful. I struck a balance between polite conversation and stuffing my face, and at times it almost felt like I was a ghost at the table. Beloran probed Kaseya for details about Nol Krovos, and she happily told him everything he wanted to know even when his eyes remained fastened on her breasts. Telanya took the almost exact opposite approach: her attention rarely left Valuri, and she endlessly quizzed the other woman about the Inquisitrix and the Senosi. I added useful information when appropriate, but for the most part I was content to eat and observe, in that order. 
I also spent an absurd amount of time thinking about what was going to happen if and when we got out of here. Valuri would demand that I feed her, and afterwards Kaseya would probably want some attention too. She could deny being jealous all she wanted, but loyal amazon or not, she was still human. Just because she was willing to share me didn’t mean she actually wanted to. 
It wasn’t until the servants removed our plates that the conversation finally shifted back to the matter at hand—specifically, why the two most powerful channelers in Highwind had decided to free us from the Grey Citadel. 
“Now that you’ve all had the chance to settle, we have more important matters to discuss,” Telanya said, twirling her long finger around the edges of her empty glass. “Half the reason my husband and I decided to help the three of you was because we hoped you would be able to tell us more about our enemy to the west.”
“I just explained that the Inquisitrix is hell bent on killing or converting every channeler in the Northern Reaches and conquering Highwind in the process,” Valuri said. “I’m not sure what else you need to know. The people of this city need to be ready for war.”
Beloran
grunted softly. “Her armies are no match for ours. The Duskwatch and the Silver Fist have kept Highwind safe for generations.” 
“Your knights and rangers are powerful, but they are not invincible,” Valuri told him. “The Inquisitrix has almost two-hundred Senosi at her beck and call, and she endeavors to train more every day. Combined with a conventional army, they can neutralize enemy channelers and transform your paladins into little more than glorified foot soldiers.”
The Archmage leaned back in his chair. “You believe that is her plan, then? To weaken our defenses before launching a full-scale attack?”
Valuri shrugged. “She’s a lot more subtle than that—and more patient. She will sow division in your ranks first. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that she’s been helping this ‘Black Mistress’ throw the city’s underworld into chaos.”
“We’ve been considering that possibility for a while now,” Telanya replied gravely. “I wish we had proof of a connection—it might finally convince the Council to take the Vorsalosian threat seriously. Their fanatical focus on the Black Mistress has blinded them to other problems.”
“There’s another connection you don’t know about it,” I said. “The Senosi have a new commander—another amazon from Nol Krovos named Ayrael.”
Beloran frowned. “An amazon joining forces with the Senosi?”
“It is an isolated incident,” Kaseya said. “Ayrael betrayed our people. She is the reason I was sent here.”
“The point is that she’s very dangerous, and Highwind needs to be ready for anything,” I said, jumping in before Kaseya inadvertently revealed anything else. These people didn’t need to know that Ayrael was her sister or any other specific details. “She already tried to capture us once, and I’ve no doubt she’ll try again.”
“To be blunt, I’m more interested in her plans for this city than her plans for you,” Telanya said. “I’m disappointed you don’t know more.”
“Information was only half the reason you and your husband decided to reach out to us,” Valuri pointed out. “What’s the other half?”
Telanya shared a long glance with her husband. “You’re right. I do need your help with something—something vitally important.”
“Magister Rethon told us about your excursion north of the Duskwood about a week ago,” Beloran said. “By now, I’m sure you’ve figured out the truth: the Black Mistress had bribed Artificer Dieran and several other Guild mages to deliver the cargo to her rather than us.”
I nodded. “But the Senosi stole it before it reached the city.”
“Yes. You can see why this is a source of concern. The Mage’s Guild has spent decades carefully cultivating a pristine reputation. Our wizards are supposed to be beyond reproach, yet apparently several of them are in the pocket of the criminal underworld. If word of their treachery spread to the public…” 
“The people might start to think that trained wizards and untrained sorcerers aren’t so different after all.”
I regretted the words the instant they escaped my lips. I knew better than to let my bitterness overwhelm my good sense. I was here to impress these people, not insult them. Apparently Kaseya’s bluntness was rubbing off on me…
“Something like that,” Telanya murmured. She smiled faintly, though I could see a dangerous glimmer behind her blue eyes. “The Senosi’s involvement adds several more wrinkles to our problem, especially considering the nature of the cargo in question. Tell me: what do you know about vatari crystals?”
Valuri’s ears perked up. “They absorb Aetheric energy—they’re the source of the Senosi’s power. I don’t know all the specifics, but somehow the Inquisitrix crushes them into powder and then tattoos it beneath our skin.”
“And without a steady supply, she would be unable to train new Huntresses,” Beloran said. “Her minions have been mining the crystals from the Shattered Peaks for decades, but a few years ago the Guild learned that the local deposits have nearly run dry. The Inquisitrix has been searching for new sources, and we have been trying to stop her.”
I nodded solemnly as a few more pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. “You found other deposits, and you’ve been trying to mine them and store the crystals here in Highwind.”
“Pure vatari is rare in this part of the world, mercifully, but we have located a few deposits in the north and east,” Telanya said. “We’ve kept their location secret for obvious reasons, and we’ve spread out deliveries and caravans to try and conceal our true intentions. But now that the Inquisitrix knows what we’re doing, I’ve no doubt that the Senosi will attempt to raid more shipments. This cannot be allowed.”
“I heard whispers about a shortage when I was in Vorsalos, but I never had the chance to investigate the truth,” Valuri said. “This is huge—the Inquisitrix uses vatari dust in basically everything these days. Armor, weapons…the Senosi can’t function without it.”
“We don’t know precisely when her supplies will run out, but the more we sabotage her resources, the more we embolden her enemies,” Telanya said. “An open war between our cities would be devastating. Starving her may be our best option of preventing it.”
Kaseya frowned. “I do not understand. You said that the Black Mistress bribed your wizards into helping her, but from what we’ve learned this woman is interested in harboring refugee sorcerers and smuggling illegal magical items. What use does she have for this crystal?”
The Archmage snorted. “I’m sure the Black Mistress would be more than happy to sell her plunder to the Inquisitrix in exchange for gold or slaves. What other motivation does a criminal need?”
 “She could also be trying to stock up on it in preparation for her own private war against the Mage’s Guild,” I reasoned. “Assuming the rumors about her having a personal vendetta against you and your wife are true.”
The Headmistress’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly—the movement was so subtle I doubt that anyone else picked up on it. Had I struck a nerve?
“I suppose that’s possible,” Telanya said after a moment. “Though if she truly believes she can stand against the full might of the Guild, she is delusional.”
“Perhaps it’s just a backup plan in case something goes wrong,” I suggested. “I don’t know, but the point is that she definitely has a reason to get involved. And if word of this cargo’s importance gets around…”
This time, it was Telanya’s cheek that twitched. “That is another reason I wish to hire you and your friends. You don’t have any connections in this city, but I know you all have personal reasons to hate the Inquisitrix. Helping us is in your best interests.”
I frowned and studied her face. Something about her expression and tone of voice…
“The Council doesn’t know you’ve been hoarding vatari crystals,” I reasoned. “That’s the reason you wanted to speak with us here and not in the Citadel.”
Her lip twitched again. “You really are more cunning than you look, aren’t you?”
“He gets that a lot,” Valuri muttered. “But you didn’t answer his question.”
Telanya poured herself another drink. “No one on the Council knows anything about these crystals,” she said. “About a year ago, I proposed that we should attempt to starve the Inquisitrix’s supply, but at that point I had only been in the city for a short while. They didn’t trust me, and more to the point they didn’t want to antagonize Vorsalos. They refused to see the full nature of the threat before us.” 
“As did I,” Beloran murmured solemnly. “It was the first of many times I learned not to question my wife’s wisdom.”
Telanya wasn’t even looking at him; she was too busy scowling at her drink. “I can hardly blame you,” she said. “Your people have such short lifespans that you’re doomed to forget the past. Barely anyone in this city even remembers the War of the Three Cities, and the Council had to appoint another outsider as Ranger-General before they took the orc or gnolls threats seriously.”
“Is that why you came here from Nelu’Thalas?” I asked. “To show all the ‘foolish humans’ the error of their ways?”
Telanya eyes lifted to meet mine. “Outsiders often have an easier time seeing the truth than those around them. You and your friends of all people should appreciate this.”
I smiled back. “We do. That’s why I’m optimistic about working together.”
We held our gaze for a few long, tense moments before Valuri broke our trance. “So basically, the two of you are waging your own private war against the Inquisitrix. You steal all her crystals, and you hope that no one here has to suffer the consequences for their complacency.”
“More or less,” Beloran said. “It may not be a perfect plan, but we don’t live in a perfect world.”
“No,” I agreed. “We most certainly do not.”
“You still haven’t said exactly what you want us to do,” Valuri said. 
Telanya sipped at her drink as if she were giving herself one last chance to back out of her own plan. “There is another shipment of crystals en route to Highwind from Falcon Ridge
in the south,” she said. “I hired a band of mercenaries—the Falcon Guard—to protect the caravan, but I suspect they will need assistance.”
“An amazon, a Senosi Huntress, a self-taught sorcerer…you are all dangerous and skilled in your way,” the Archmage said. “And more to the point, you know our enemies better than anyone.”
“That we do,” I said, sharing a quick glance with the girls. “This sounds like something we can handle.”
“Good,” Telanya said. “The Falcon Guard mercenaries are scheduled to reach the Highvale Pass four days from now. I want you to meet them there and ensure that the crystals reach the city.”
“We should be able to make it with time to spare. Though given the risks involved…well, I assume you have some other form of payment in mind.”
“Your freedom should be enough,” Beloran muttered. “But just so you understand the importance of this mission, we’ll pay each of you two thousand coins if the caravan reaches Highwind safely.”
I tried and probably failed to keep the excitement off my face. Two thousand coins might not have been a fortune, but it was more than I had seen in a long time. Between the three of us, it was even more than we had expected from Artificer Dieran’s bounty in the north. 
“Make it three and we have a deal,” Valuri said. 
“Two, and we don’t throw you back in the Citadel,” Telanya replied coolly. “I’m even willing to give you a small advance, if you wish. But those are our terms.”
I grabbed Valuri’s wrist to make sure she didn’t press the issue. “We accept,” I said. “You won’t be disappointed.”
“I certainly hope not,” Telanya murmured, her eyes flicking between the three of us again. “I’m sure I don’t have to reiterate that you aren’t to discuss this mission with anyone, not even the other mercenaries.”
“They don’t know what they’re guarding?” 
“They believe the crystals are precious gems. They also believe they are delivering them to Lord Martel, a…like-minded associate of ours in the city. He will accept the crystals and provide payment upon your return.”
“Leaving the two of you in the clear just in case the Council starts poking around,” Valuri said.
Telanya smiled again. “That is the general idea, yes. The councilors need to be kept in the dark for their own good. Their involvement would only sabotage the greater war effort, and I’m certain that none of us want that.”
“You aren’t at war yet,” Kaseya said. 
“No, but we will be soon,” Beloran said. “And I intend to be ready for it.”
I nodded in agreement. I had about a thousand different things I wanted to discuss with the girls right now, but I needed to wait until we were alone. If I knew her as well as I thought I did, Valuri would almost certainly be cooking up her own schemes as well…
“Enough doom and gloom for one evening,” Telanya said after a moment. “You’ll need to set out tomorrow morning if you want to reach the rendezvous on time, but tonight you will be our guests. The servants have already prepared rooms for the three of you.”
In other words, we don’t totally trust you yet, and we’d like to keep our eyes on you for another night to see if you slip up and reveal anything.
“That’s very kind of you,” I said instead, forcing a smile. 
“It’s still early, of course,” Telanya went on. “My husband wanted to show your lady friends some of the wonders he was talking about earlier…assuming they don’t mind.”
“Of course not,” Valuri said, finishing her own drink. “Red and I would be honored.”
Kaseya didn’t nearly as enthused about leaving my side, but I sent her a soothing ripple through our magical bond. The Archmage might have been an old, gross lecher, but even the most powerful channeler in the city wouldn’t be stupid enough to try anything with an amazon warrior and a Senosi Huntress. Besides, Valuri would undoubtedly use the privacy to learn as much as she could about the nuances of the situation. Huntresses were spies as well as assassins, and I’d never met a man she couldn’t manipulate. Including myself. 
“Wonderful,” Beloran said, standing and offering the girls his hands. “Right this way, my dears…”
He escorted them towards a door on the far side of the room, and Kaseya glanced back at me one last time before she vanished around the corner. I activated my ring to ensure that we’d be able to communicate no matter where the Archmage took them. 
Just smile and nod and follow Val’s lead. She knows how to handle people like this.
Kaseya didn’t completely trust Valuri yet, for obvious reasons, but I held out hope that they would eventually get along. As amusing as it was to watch them compete over the rights to my cock, in the long term we would all be a lot happier if they learned to share…
“While your friends occupy my husband, I was hoping we could have a private chat,” Telanya said once the others were gone.
I swiveled back around to face her. “Of course. What’s on your mind, my lady?”
“Many things, none of which we should discuss here,” she said with a smirk. “There’s a more comfortable sitting room on the other side of the house.”
I smiled back. “Lead on.”
She stood and offered me her slender arm. As we strolled out of the dining hall, I couldn’t help but notice the sudden shift in her voice and body language. Her fingers began gently stroking my arm, and she nestled her hips against me so tightly it was actually a bit awkward to move—though still not nearly as awkward as it would be if my rapidly stiffening member didn’t start behaving itself. 
We soon found ourselves inside a long, dimly-lit corridor that was remarkably pastoral compared to the rest of the estate. The decorations on the walls looked elven in design, and the paintings confirmed my suspicions. This wing of the house must have been her personal space. 
 “I wanted you to know that I do not share my husband’s innate suspicion of sorcery,” Telanya said as we moved. “My people have a much more enlightened view of magic. Sorcerers are as common in Nelu’Thalas as they are on Nol Krovos.”
“I wondered about that,” I said. “Elves are demonized in Vorsalos, and not just the drow. Your people have the oldest channeling traditions in the world. Some of the Senosi see Nelu’Thalas as the source of the world’s corruption.”
“Their ignorance is appalling but not surprising,” Telanya said. “The Aether is a weapon; it is no more inherently evil than a sword or a bow.”
“A sword can kill dozens; a sorcerer can kill thousands,” I said. “That’s what the Inquisitrix would say.”
“A sword also can’t heal the sick or sculpt stone or evoke otherworldly pleasures,” Telanya countered. “I’m not blind, Mister Farr. I saw the golden collar around your amazon friend’s neck. I know what it means.”
“I, uh, well it’s hard to—”
“You don’t need to explain,” she insisted. “I’ve always found amazon culture quite interesting. My husband does too, of course, as I’m sure you could tell by the way he was eyeing your friend.”
I chuckled anxiously. “Kaseya is one of a kind.”
“And completely loyal to you. Not many women would have risked doing what she did beneath the table earlier.”
Somehow, I managed not to trip mid-stride. But I did stumble, and Telanya brought us to a halt and laughed. 
“Elves have excellent vision, Mister Farr,” she said, running a finger along the tips of her ears. “And we have even better hearing.”
I really thought I was going to suffocate. My throat closed off, my breath rattled in my lungs, and the embarrassed heat in my cheeks was so unbearable I was tempted to smash through the nearest door and dive out the window. 
“It’s rare enough for an amazon to pledge herself to an outsider,” Telanya went on, placing her hand on my chest. “But somehow you’ve also earned the loyalty of that beautiful Senosi Huntress. You must truly be a remarkable man, Mister Farr.” She inched close enough that I could feel the warmth of her breath. “May I call you Jorem?”
“Of course,” I squeaked, trying and failing to keep my eyes off her cleavage. My cock was so hard it was going to spear her in the belly if she encroached any closer. 
“With two gorgeous, deadly women at your side, it’s a miracle you get anything done,” she went on. “You must be quite…skilled…for them to fawn over you so readily.”
My throat was so parched I wasn’t sure if I could speak even I’d had something to say. I kept resisting the urge to glance over my shoulder—I couldn’t help but imagine the Archmage lurking in the shadows, just waiting for chance to polymorph me into a mouse. 
“One of my friends in Nelu’Thalas had a saying,” Telanya went on. “Wizardry is like wearing a condom: it’s safe and practical and it gets the job done. Sorcery is like going bareback—it’s dangerous and stupid, but it’s a whole lot more fun.”
“That’s….” I rasped, “That’s pretty good. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but it’s also not the kind of thing I’d expect to hear from the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy.”
“Let’s just say that she’s a lot more fun in private than in public,” Telanya told me, her lips curling into a seductive smile that almost made my cock burst on the spot. She leaned forward another inch, and her eyes brightened when my erection pushed against her belly. “It looks like your lady friends didn’t quite finish the job…”
Our lips touched, and our tongues were swirling together before I had a chance to stop and think about what I was doing. Not that it would have mattered—I had a handful of virtues, but patience, restraint, and basic good sense had never been among them. My hands settled on her hips while hers locked around my neck, and I was tempted to slam her up against the wall and fuck her tight little elven cunt as quickly as possible just in case my brain tried to reassert control…
 Kaseya can feel all of this, you idiot, and she’s standing right next to this woman’s husband. How do you think he’s going to react?
The warning was almost enough to make me stop, but Telanya was actually the one who pulled away. She hungrily licked at her lips, and her knees wobbled like she was about to sink down in front of me and devour my cock. But then she abruptly came to her senses and gestured towards the door at the end of the corridor. 
“Come,” she beckoned. “I have something else I need to show you.”
As usual, I was able to recognize how a smart man would have taken this opportunity to get the hell out of here before he made a tremendous mistake. And also as usual, I ignored the warnings and pressed on. 
Telanya placed her hand against the metal door, and the crystalline focus dangling between her perfect breasts began to glow softly. It was only then that I belatedly realized the door didn’t have a visible handle. When I concentrated, I could feel dormant clusters of Aetheric energy stored within a series of invisible glyphs. Such locks were difficult to break and even more difficult to create, and I wondered what she might be hiding on the other side. 
A moment later, I had my answer. 
“Please, step into my office,” Telanya said. 
My breath caught in my throat, and my cock nearly burst out of my trousers. Her “office” looked like it had been stolen straight out of a brothel…or a dungeon. Every shelf on every wall was filled with “toys” ranging from manacles to phalluses to bizarre tools I didn’t even recognize. There was a wooden pillory on my left and an open cage on my right, but the crown jewel was the cushiony divan at the center that seemed more like a torture rack than a bed. 
“Every instructor needs a place to discipline her students,” Telanya said, sealing the door behind me. “But then again, I suppose you never actually went to school, did you?”
“No, but I suddenly wish I had,” I croaked. 
She chuckled and pressed back up against me. “Wizards aren’t all bad, you see? And even sorcerers can learn to channel the Aether more effectively. Everyone can always stand to learn a bit more…control.”
Her knee pressed into my crotch as she pinned me against the wall. Just before she could clamp her lips over mine again, I had a momentary flash of sanity and held her in place. 
“Your husband…”
“Is a wise and compassionate man,” Telanya said. “Unfortunately, his body has begun to betray him. He knows he cannot meet all of his wife’s needs, but thankfully he takes great pleasure in watching me play with my students…and a few select guests.”
I glanced up to the tiny blue crystals mounted upon the walls every few feet. They were scrying stones—a properly attuned channeler could peer through them and watch whatever was happening on the other side. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they could record what they saw as well. 
Like Val always says, rich people are inevitably hiding one depravity or another. Apparently the Archmage of Highwind gets off on being a cuckold. Who knew?
Telanya kissed me again. Her right hand plunged inside my trousers and freed my aching, throbbing member, and this time I was certain she was going to sink to her knees and see just how deep she could take me. But after idly stroking me a few times, she pulled back just far enough that she could glance down and watch her long fingers work. 
“Such a marvelous stem,” she cooed in approval. “It’s no wonder your lady friends wish to fight over it.”
My thoughts shifted to the girls, and when I focused on the ring I could feel Kaseya’s arousal echoing my own. She didn’t seem embarrassed, thankfully, which hopefully meant she wasn’t keeling over right in front of the Archmage…
“My husband has always fantasized about men overpowering me,” Telanya whispered into my ear. “Barbarians from beyond the White Ridge, orcs from within the Peaks, even gnolls from the heart of the Duskwood. He likes to imagine them pinning me down and having their way with me, one stiff, monstrous cock after another…”
She chuckled softly as she nibbled at my ear. “But as a sorcerer, you’re more powerful than any of them, aren’t you? The Aether is in your blood. You can take whatever you want…you can take whoever you want.”
Telanya abruptly backed away. Her seductive smile turned sadistic as she pulled a pin from her tightly-wound hair and let her long golden locks spill across her shoulders and down her back. “I know you want me, Jorem. Every man in this city does. I can feel their eyes on my body; I can feel their lust shuddering through their loins. They think about me when they fuck their wives and stroke their cocks.” She lifted her hands, and a surge of etheric energy crackled between her fingertips. “But none of them are strong enough to have me. Are you?”
Swallowing heavily, I rushed towards her. My plan was simple: I was going to tackle her onto the bed, tear open her dress, and pound her little elven cunt so hard everyone in the estate would be able to hear her screams. But I only made it two steps before a wave of invisible force smashed into my chest and pinned me against the wall. 
“Uh-uh,” she clucked, wagging her finger admonishingly. “I’m not that easy, Jorem. You have to prove your worth. Show me what you can do. Show me how much power you can muster!”
Considering all the other insane shit that happened to me on a regular basis—like being magically bound to a sexy amazon warrior or falling in love with a cum-craving quasi-vampire huntress—I probably should have found the bizarre rape fetishes of a cuckolding elf socialite rather pedestrian. The feral glint in Telanya’s eyes was genuinely disturbing, however, and for a moment I was legitimately concerned for my own safety.
But then the moment passed, and all I could think about was my raging erection and how desperate I was to stuff it inside this woman’s cunt. If that meant I needed to fight her first…well, so be it. I’d done crazier things for a good fuck. 
Gritting my teeth, I reached out to the Aether and let its power wash over me. I knew I needed to be careful and not overchannel, lest I burn myself out and give her husband’s impotence a run for its gold, but I also knew that she was the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy and a powerful wizard in her own right. I wasn’t going to force her knees apart with a basic spell. 
I summoned enough power to push back against her telekinetic grip, and the room actually started to rumble as we fought. The insane glimmer in her eyes only grew more intense, and I started to wonder if she would be just as happy to see me splatter against the wall as fuck her. She really was one messed up, crazy bitch. 
And yet I had never wanted to sign up for classes more than I did right now. 
With a groan of exertion, I summoned the full fury of the Aether’s power and unleashed my own wave of force. For a few seconds she held her ground, and I started to wonder if I would have to overchannel to beat her…but then she abruptly flew backwards and crashed down upon the bed. 
I didn’t give her a chance to recover. Dashing forward, I lunged atop her, wedged myself between her slender legs, and clamped my hands around her throat. I couldn’t tell for certain, but I was reasonably sure she climaxed right then and there. 
“Take me,” Telanya said. “Conquer me!”
My cock was so hard I was fairly certain I could have stabbed straight through her dress, but instead I ripped the fabric straight down the seams from her cleavage to her skirt. A part of me cringed at the thought of destroying a dress that probably cost more coins than I had seen in a year, but she didn’t seem to mind—she cried out in joy when I got my first look at the perfect body hidden beneath. 
I nudged the throbbing tip of my member against her bald quim, marveling at the smoothness of her skin. And when I thrust inside, I officially confirmed that all the rumors about elf cunts were true. I had to ease my cock inside swollen inch by swollen inch, and once I’d finally buried myself to the hilt I just wanted to close my eyes and relish her tight, sweltering grip as long as I could.  
Telanya had other plans. The instant I relaxed, she started writhing beneath me as if she wanted to escape despite the unmistakable lust in her eyes. “You’ll never take me that easily, monster!”
She wants to give her husband a show. Escar’s mercy, these people are really fucked up…
I wasn’t a muscle-bound brute by any stretch of the imagination, but I probably had at least fifty or sixty pounds on her. Keeping her pinned was trivial, but I knew she wanted more. And so I happily gave it to her.
Shifting my hands back to her throat, I squeezed in unison with my thrusts. Her whimpers became even more delighted despite her feeble protestations, and at one point she actually grabbed my wrists and encouraged me to choke her more forcefully. 
If Val and Kaseya hadn’t drained me earlier, I probably would have exploded the instant I slipped into Telanya’s quim. But even now I knew I couldn’t hold out much longer. This woman might have been batshit crazy, but her beauty was undeniable. I wasn’t sure that I had ever wanted to pull out and paint my partner’s smiling face more than I did right now. 
“You’re mine!” I said. “Take it all!”
Just when I started to pull back, her ankles locked around my waist and her hands clawed at my back. “Inside,” she begged. “He always wants it inside.”
It was already too late to argue. I cried out in release as I flooded her elf cunt, and through my ring I felt Kaseya collapsed to her knees as the echo of my climax shudder through her. By the time my stem wilted a stream of my seed was already trickling out of Telanya’s quim. I tried to pull away and lean over, but the elf held me firmly in place. 
“You may have won the first battle, Mister Far,” she said into my ear, “but the night is still young…and the war has only just begun.”
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I had no idea how late it was when Telanya’s servants escorted me to my room, but it felt like a week could have passed between now and dinner. The fact that Kaseya and Valuri were both still awake confirmed that I had only been gone a few hours, and the latter’s scowl informed me that they hadn’t found the evening nearly as entertaining as I had. 
“I would ask what happened to you, but thanks to little miss mindlink here I have a pretty good idea,” Valuri grumbled. “She was practically writhing on the floor a few minutes ago.”
“Yeah…sorry about that,” I murmured. “Telanya wanted to, uh, discuss the details of our arrangement.”
Valuri rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable. Is it even possible for you to meet a woman without fucking her?”
“Not in this city, apparently.”
She crossed her arms and shook her head. “Well, while you were off pounding his wife, the Archmage gave us a little tour. I don’t think his hands left our hips the whole time, other than a few short trips to grab our asses.”
“Gods, I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing a hand across my face. “I shouldn’t have left him alone with you.”
“We can take care of ourselves,” Valuri said. “The important question is whether or not you learned anything while her legs were wrapped around your waist.”
“I learned that she’s a screamer. And that she likes being choked.”
“How useful,” Valuri muttered. “Besides, I could have told you that just by looking at her. She dresses like a cunt, she acts like a cunt…women like that always like being treated like a cunt, too.”
“What does this have to do with anything?” Kaseya asked. 
“Nothing,” I replied apologetically. She had every right to be annoyed. “Anyway, I gleaned a few interesting details.”
I glanced around the room in search of any more scrying stones, but I didn’t see any. Valuri waved her hand dismissively.
“I already checked—this place is clean,” she said. “It’s almost disappointing.”
Kaseya’s brow furrowed. “You’re disappointed that our hosts have tiny shred of honor?”
“It’s not about honor and it’s definitely not about decency. Powerful people have powerful guests. Either they don’t think we’re important enough to spy on, or they’re too incompetent to realize they should be.”
The amazon shook her head in disgust. “Of course that’s how you would think.”
“I’m not going to apologize for living in the real world, Red,” Valuri said. “But you’re cute when you’re indignant.”
“Whether our hosts are spying on us or not, their coin is our best chance of getting back on our feet,” I interrupted before things got even more out of hand. I was man enough to admit that enjoyed their jealous competition for my attention, but I didn’t actually want them to fight. I had a feeling that our pending trip south was going to test the limits of our little trio…
“Coin will not help us defeat Ayrael,” Kaseya said. “And if these crystals are important, my sister will be there.” 
“She’s right,” Valuri said. “Vatari crystals are vital to the Inquisitrix’s plans. I guarantee she knows about the mines, and I guarantee she’ll send a squad to steal the shipment.”
“Which is why I’m glad we won’t be facing her alone,” I pointed out. “We’ll have the Falcon Guard mercenaries with us.”
“You really think a few mercenaries will make a difference?”
“I think we need the gold, and just as importantly we need allies. Having the support of the Archmage and his wife will make our lives a lot easier.” I sighed and crossed my arms. “Besides, we also have leverage on them now. The Council doesn’t know anything about their secret mining operations or their vatari crystal stash. In the worst case scenario, we could always use that little tidbit against them.”
“The Council probably doesn’t know their head wizard is a cuckold, either, but that’s not going to help us,” Valuri said. “Jorem, I know you just fucked her, but you need to think with your head and not your cock for once. Telanya and Beloran know we have leverage on them—do you really think they’ll just let us walk free?”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I mean the instant we do their dirty work for them, they slap the manacles back on us and bury us somewhere in the Citadel,” she said. “They’re not going to take the chance we’ll turn against them.”
“This isn’t Vorsalos, Val.”
“They’re powerful people, Jorem. And in the end, all powerful people care about is keeping that power. We are a threat to them, in more ways than one. The instant we’re not useful, they’ll bury us. Trust me.”
I pursed my lips in thought. She was a cynic by nature, but that didn’t mean she was necessarily wrong. Quite the opposite, in fact—her suspicious nature had gotten us out of trouble more times than I could count. 
“I do not trust them, either,” Kaseya said. “Perhaps we should still consider reaching out to the Black Mistress. Silhouette told you where to meet, right?”
I nodded. “She did.”
“Then we should consider our allegiances carefully. At least you know the Black Mistress will appreciate your sorcerous talents.”
Telanya appreciated them pretty well a few minutes ago…
“We don’t have any more reason to trust her, though,” I said. “There are no guarantees here.”
“There never are,” Valuri replied mildly. “Look, Red and I barely ever agree on anything, so if we’re both telling you the same thing you might want to consider listening. This Headmistress is a bad girl—and not the good kind of bad like me.”
“Maybe,” I murmured. “Anyway, for now we should try and get some sleep. She wants us to leave first thing in the morning.”
“You’re lucky the Archmage gave me some baubles to tide me over,” Valuri said, pointing to a basket filled with Aether-infused gemstones. “Because you promised to feed me tonight.”
“Maybe tomorrow.”
She grunted and sat down on one of the beds. Kaseya joined me on the other one, and as I cradled her naked body in my arms a fresh wave of guilt washed over me. I could fuck another woman every single night and she would still dutifully crawl into bed with me. It wasn’t right—she deserved better. 
As I blew out the lantern and closed my eyes, I promised myself I would make all of this up to her in the morning.  
 
***
 
Against all odds I slept as lightly as I’d intended, and I woke before Kaseya had a chance to start her morning exercise regimen. It belatedly occurred to me that I had never actually seen her sleeping before, given that she always passed out last and woke up first. I gently ran my fingers through her red hair and smiled. She looked so calm and peaceful that I almost didn’t want to disturb her. But if she had taught me anything these last few months, it was that waking up didn’t always have to be a bad thing.
Grinning, I traced my hands down her smooth legs and gently nudged her knees apart. She stirred but didn’t wake until my fingertips reached her inner thighs and settled upon her quim. 
“Good morning,” I whispered.
Her blue eyes fluttered open. “What…?”
I leaned in and kissed her before she could speak, and I had the satisfaction of feeling her folds slicken as I slipped a finger inside her. I activated my bond ring, hoping that it would help guide my movements. Her surprise and grogginess washed over me, but they were quickly replaced by a wave of overwhelming lust. She wrapped her arms around my neck as I began to slowly massage her clit with my thumb.
“Jorem…” she breathed. “I should…I should relieve you.”
“Hush,” I scolded, kissing the tip of her nose. “I need to eat something first.”
I smiled coyly as I nibbled my way down her neck. She moaned when my lips engulfed her nipples, then again when I slipped a second finger inside her. I really had ignored her breasts for far too long, and I spent the next several minutes eagerly correcting my mistake. 
When a tiny, preemptive climax shuddered through her, the echo in my ring stiffened my cock and nearly forced me to spill right then and there. But I somehow managed to contain myself even as she lifted her leg and tried to encourage me to slip into her. I was suddenly thankful for all of Valuri’s lessons in patience and restraint over years. A younger version of myself would have grabbed Kaseya by the waist, flipped her over, and relentlessly pounded away until I exploded deep inside her cunt. 
Escar’s mercy, that’s what the version of you two weeks ago would have done!
Grimacing at my own selfishness, I licked my way down Kaseya’s taught stomach, kissed her belly, and then drifted down to her searing, sopping quim. Replacing my finger with my tongue, I lashed at her clit until her back arched like I had just blasted her with a stroke of electricity. 
At this point, my cock was so hard I had to grab it with my left hand just to keep it from spearing into her side. I could have stroked myself over the edge in about five seconds flat, and if Valuri had been the one beneath me I probably would have done just that. Thanks to her unquenchable Senosi hunger, she enjoyed a hot morning bath more than any other woman I had never met. 
But Kaseya wasn’t Valuri, and I could feel her yearning for something else entirely. After my tongue drove her to another near climax, I leaned back and finally nudged the rest of my body between her legs. Her ankles locked around my back even before my swollen member pressed against her folds, and when I eased my full length inside her she clutched my shoulder blades and clawed into my skin. 
“Fuck me, Jorem,” she begged, her voice a hoarse whisper. “Fuck your Maskari!”
I did. The warm walls of her quim welcomed my member like a returning hero, and she cooed into my ear with each and every thrust. I didn’t require a magical bond to know how much she wanted this; I didn’t have to feel her arousal through our link to know how much she needed this. And I was certain she didn’t require her collar to know how much I yearned to give it to her. 
My thrusts became short and frantic as I pounded into her, but before I could cry out in release she grabbed the back of my head and pulled our lips together. I flooded her quim the instant our tongues touched. We kissed for so long afterwards that I felt the heat of the morning sunlight on my skin before my eyes opened and saw the light. 
Kaseya’s smile was so bright and earnest it almost brought a tear to my eyes. “I am pleased that my body can still bring you relief.”
“Always,” I assured her. “We were only apart for a day and I thought I might go crazy inside that cell.”
“I know. I could feel it, but there was nothing I could to help.”
I brushed a strand of sweaty hair from her forehead. If we had more time, I would have been seriously tempted to flip her over and take her ass, but I wanted to get moving as quickly as possible. With luck, we would be able to meet with Silhouette and see if the Black Mistress was willing to offer us a better deal for the cargo. If not…
Well, if not we would cross that bridge when we needed to. One way or another, I had a feeling that everything was about to change. 
I kissed Kaseya again, then reluctantly shifted off her and glanced over to the other bed. I half expected Valuri to be sitting there watching us with her chin propped up on her hands, but she was still doing her best impression of a lotus addict. She was completely sprawled across the bed, her straight black hair plastered across her face. 
“We should clean up and get moving,” I said. “I suppose I’ll poke the bear…”
Val woke easier than I expected, though she still looked like hell for several minutes afterwards. “Never feed on strange crystals or strange men,” she murmured, pulling back her hair. “You would think I’d have learned to take my own advice by now.”
I smiled and kissed her cheek. “I have a trusted source you can feed from later,” I told her. “But right now, I just want to get out of here.”
Unsurprisingly, the house servants were incredibly helpful, and they drew each of us an individual warm bath and even cooked us a meal. I greedily devoured everything in anticipation of our ration-fueled trek across the grasslands, and Kaseya did the same. Valuri spent most of the meal complaining about being separated from her equipment, which was both reasonable and prophetic—a pair of Citadel guards arrived mere moments after we finished with a crate containing our armor and weapons. 
I wasn’t particularly attached to my gear, considering I’d had to buy an entire set of new clothes following our first run-in with Ayrael, but the girls cracked open the crate the instant it hit the ground. Kaseya clutched at her sword like it was a lost family member, and Valuri did the same with her crossbows.
“Don’t worry, babies, I promise momma will shoot someone for you soon,” the Huntress said, kissing the wooden grips. “If one of those bastards so much as scuffed you, I swear I’ll burn this whole damn city to the ground…”
I grunted and shook my head. They looked so happy I almost envied them. Still, I was rather fond of the fact I could never truly be disarmed. 
Once the girls had donned their armor, we returned to the atrium where our hosts had first greeted us. The Archmage was nowhere in sight, but Telanya finally showed herself. Her fresh conservative clothing and tightly-knit ponytail almost made me forget the rambunctious, borderline manic woman I had hammered the previous night.  
“Horses will be waiting for the three of you at the Whiteoak stable by the south gate,” she explained. “They’ll be saddled and equipped with supplies for your journey.”
“My lady is most kind,” I said, offering her a quick bow. 
Telanya nodded to another of her servants. “And here is the advance on your payment. Five hundred gold pieces—more than enough to see you through the next week, I imagine.”
I took the offered coin purse and tried not to salivate. I had never been a wealthy man at any point in my life, but it was truly pitiful how quickly I had grown accustomed to poverty since I’d arrived in Highwind. At least things were finally looking up…assuming we made it back to the city in one piece, anyway. 
“Once you return, you will be delivering the cargo to Lord Martel’s estate just southeast of town,” Telanya explained. “Remember, the mercenaries believe they are working for him and him alone. You are not to mention our names to anyone.”
“We understand,” I assured her. 
“Good. The Falcon Guard’s captain is a man named Romar Koth. He will be expecting reinforcements, but he does not know who you are. You will need to show him this symbol to confirm your allegiance.”
I held out my hand and took the small medallion. “The coat of arms is from the Mantel family?”
“Very good,” Telanya said. “Once you’ve joined forces, you should make haste north. I’ll expect your return by the end of the week.”
“You’ll get your cargo, don’t worry,” I promised. “Afterwards, I hope we’ll be able to discuss our future arrangements. We do have a common enemy, after all.”
“That we do.” The high elf eyed us all for another moment before she gestured towards the door. “I look forward to your return. Do not let me down, Mister Farr.”
A few minutes later were finally back outside the estate, and once her guards moved out of sight I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 
“I still can’t believe you fucked that woman,” Valuri said. “Actually, scratch that—I can’t believe you fucked her and left us with her lecherous husband.”
“You’re not going to let me live that down for a long time, are you?”
“I wasn’t planning on it, no.”
I sighed and glanced around the streets. The morning air was even sweeter than normal, and the sun felt surprisingly good on my face. “Her stable boys are probably expecting us,” I said. “If we’re going to meet with Silhouette, we need to do it quickly.”
“I will make certain we are not followed,” Kaseya said. “I do not trust that elf to leave us alone.”
“You’re learning already, Red,” Valuri replied, playfully bumping the other woman’s arm. “We’ll make you into a cynic yet.”
“Come on,” I said. “I think it’s this way.”
Moonshadow Plaza wasn’t anywhere near as ominous as it sounded. The area was essentially just a sprawling marketplace nestled between several other districts, and I assumed it was named after the enormous statue of the Moon Goddess
looming over her considerably more modest temple. In the afternoon, its massive shadow easily shrouded the entire area. 
“So I take it this half-elf whore didn’t happen to mention what kind of business we’re looking for?” Valuri asked when we arrived. “A tavern, a shop…?”
“She only gave me a name,” I said. “We didn’t have a lot of extra time to chat.”
“Perhaps it is another brothel,” Kaseya suggested. 
“I really hope the Skittering Spider isn’t the name of a brothel.”
“I hope it’s not a tavern or an inn, either,” Valuri commented. “If she works for the Black Mistress, maybe it’s a front business. The horrible name just means customers never stop by.”
“Maybe,” I murmured, examining the area more closely. Like most places in Highwind, the plaza was bustling with people from all walks of life, but since the girls had both draped cloaks over their shoulders they weren’t drawing nearly as much attention as normal. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched…
“That’s it,” Valuri said, gesturing across the street to a small building with a rickety placard outside. I could barely make out the engraved letters, though the spider painted on the side was easily recognizable. 
“I do not see anyone inside,” Kaseya said. “The door may not even open.”
I pursed my lips in thought as we approached. “Well, we should probably—”
“Read your fortune, stranger?” a soft, familiar voice asked from behind me. “You look like a man who walks in destiny’s shadow.”
I turned and glanced behind us. There was an old woman selling knickknacks on the corner, and she was smiling at me from beneath a dark hood. I probably would have ignored her completely if the voice weren’t so familiar…
“That sounds like something an old witch would say, doesn’t it?” the woman asked. “I’m really trying to get this character down.”
I frowned, confused, until I stretched out through the Aether. I could feel magical currents enshrouding her like a second cloak, masking her true identity beneath a thick veil of illusion magic. The longer I looked at her face, the more its true form took shape. She wasn’t an old crone at all; she was a youthful, green-eyed half-elf with lustrous silver-white hair.
“I assume this is your contact,” Valuri said, her arms crossed. Thanks to her Senosi powers, she had probably seen through the illusion instantly. 
“Yes,” I managed, tossing a furtive glance back over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching us. “Nice outfit.”
“Believe me, I prefer my other one, too. But in my line of work, I need to wear whatever face needs to be seen.” Silhouette turned towards Kaseya and grinned even wider. “Hey, lovely. Nice to see you again.”
The amazon nodded. “I am pleased you were not detained in the dungeon.”
“They couldn’t prove anything,” Silhouette said, waving her hand dismissively. “They never can.”
“This is little rendezvous is a little more public than I expected,” I said. “Maybe we should head inside a chat for a few minutes?”
“Oh, there’s no need for that. Not yet. Just come a bit closer and pull up a seat.”
I frowned at the lone wooden stool in front of her stand. “Uh, I really don’t think we want anyone else to hear what I have to say.”
“That’s why you’re not going to say it,” Silhouette said matter-of-factly. “Please, sit down.”
I shrugged and did as she asked. The girls stepped forward and formed a wall behind me just in case. 
“The Mistress already knows all about Telanya’s little secrets,” Silhouette said, idly moving her little fortune tokens across the table between us. “And I know that high elf wouldn’t have risked her neck to let you out of the Citadel unless she wanted something in return.”
“Okay,” I murmured, my eyes narrowing suspiciously. 
“You don’t need to tell me the details because I don’t want to know them. All that matters is that you’re going to have a choice soon. You can either side with the people who see our powers as a liability, or you can side with the ones who will embrace them.”
I grunted softly. “One of those sides happens to be offering quite a lot of coin. Is your mistress willing to make a deal?”
“Coin is good. Solidarity is better.”
“So that’s a no, then,” Valuri muttered. 
Silhouette’s eyes flicked up to the Senosi. “A war is coming. You know that better than anyone, Huntress. You can take your coin and flee to Silver Falls or Falcon Ridge or even Nol Krovos, but it will still catch up to you eventually. The only question is who you want at your side when the fighting begins.”
“That’s not much of an answer,” I said.
“It’s the message I was told to deliver,” Silhouette replied coolly. “I’ll be here when you get back. Come and find me if you want to chat again.”
I stared at her for a long moment, desperately trying to read her intentions. But whatever else Silhouette might have been, she was obviously a professional. Her face was an unreadable wall. 
“Now if you don’t mind, honey, I have other customers waiting,” she said, gesturing behind us. There was no one there, but I received the message loud and clear. I stood and bade the girls to follow. 
The plaza was a quarter mile behind us before Valuri broke the silence. 
“So what in the hell was that about?” she asked. “I’ve met monks that were less cryptic.”
“It’s a test,” I said. “The Black Mistress wants to know whether we’re in this for coin or the cause.”
“‘The cause’? You mean defeating the Inquisitrix?”
“I mean sorcerer solidarity, but obviously the war is also part of it.” I pursed my lips in thought. “I’m starting to realize the politics here are a lot more complicated than I thought.”
“What was your first clue?” Valuri asked with a snort. “Look, you know I want to beat the Inquisitrix more than anyone, but that doesn’t mean I want to sign up with a coven of underworld sorcerers, either.”
“You’d rather work with Telanya and the Archmage?”
“I’d rather get paid. And at least we know they have plenty of coin.”
“This is more important than gold,” Kaseya said. “I do not trust Telanya or her husband.”
Valuri cocked a black eyebrow. “But you trust a shadowy crime boss you’ve never met? That silver-haired whore must have licked your pussy good.”
“I do not trust Silhouette or her mistress, either,” Kaseya said. “None of these people possess any honor. Perhaps we would be better off going after my sister alone.”
“Your family problems are the least of my concerns, Red,” Valuri muttered. “This is about survival, and if we’re going to survive we need resources—that includes gold.”
Kaseya glared at the other woman for several seconds. “If all you want is to survive, there is no reason for you to stay here. You must want vengeance against my sister and the Inquisitrix.”
 “Your sister can rot in the abyss. The Inquisitrix…” Valuri sighed. “Look, I grew up in Vorsalos. I’d like to see the city free as much as anyone. But I’m not interested in getting myself killed for anyone’s ‘cause.’ If we can’t find reliable allies here, we should move on.”
“You really don’t have any honor, do you?” Kaseya said. 
“Oh, please. Pull your head out of Jorem’s trousers and—”
“Enough,” I said, grabbing both their shoulders in warning. “We can debate this later. Right now we need to get on the road and start heading south if we want to make the rendezvous.”
“So you still want to side with Telanya?” Valuri asked. “Please tell me it’s not because you fucked her, because if I remember correctly you fucked that little half-elf back there too.”
“This has nothing to do with sex,” I said, sighing and pinching my nose. “I need some time to think. But right now, Telanya’s offer is the best one we’ve got. Once the cargo is safe and back in Highwind…then we can decide what to do with it.”
Valuri shrugged. “I’d say you’re the boss, but that only applies to Red and her collar here.”
I sighed again. “Why do you always have to make things so difficult?”
“Because you wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said, leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek. “Now come on. We don’t want those stable boys telling Telanya we were late.”
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The stable hands had three fine Harusean mares ready and waiting for us when we arrived at the gate, and another set of Telanya’s house servants had already packed up the saddles with water and supplies. I wasn’t used to this kind of service; I almost felt like genuine nobility for the first time in my life. Kaseya was the best and most experienced rider between the three of us, and she quickly took point as we left the city and started down the southern road. 
The fertile grasslands here were every bit as lush and rolling as the ones to the north. The entire region was pockmarked with farms and villages, many of whom were still scrambling to harvest their crops before winter. Windmills and grain silos were a common sight, as were patrols of Silver Fist Knights and Duskwatch Rangers. Highwind was the breadbasket of the whole region, after all, and protecting the farmlands was as vital as manning the city’s battlements. Even Vorsalos relied heavily on imported grain; the Inquisitrix was fortunate that her eastern neighbors were still willing to sell her food. If open hostilities ever did erupt between the two cities, the death toll from starvation alone would be unconscionable. 
Vorsalos was far from the only threat, of course. Gnolls infested the Duskwood, and dozens of bloodthirsty orc tribes roamed the Shattered Peaks. Civilization only endured at the tip of the spear, the old saying went, and I was thankful for the knights and rangers even if most of them probably wanted to toss me in the dungeon.
“It’s strange seeing these people as allies after spending the last ten years learning how to kill them,” Valuri commented after we passed a Silver Fist patrol. 
“I wouldn’t call them allies just yet,” I murmured. “From what I’ve heard, they’re not exactly fond of my kind…and they’re definitely not fond of yours.”
“The Inquisitrix has a scouting report on every single officer of consequence. Her spies believe the paladins are weak and complacent…not to mention randy as hell.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “Randy? You’re serious?”
“You wouldn’t believe some of the stories I’ve heard. Secret orgies, weird rituals with priestesses of the love goddess…it’s almost unbelievable.”
I grunted. I had never understood why anyone with an ounce of sanity would join a knightly order. The likelihood of dying on some godforsaken battlefield was bad enough, but the vow of chastity might as well have been a suicide pact. Then again, the Ravenguard Knights back in Vorsalos weren’t exactly paragons of virtue, either—they had been some of the biggest whoremongers in the whole bloody city. 
“The rangers are a different story,” Valuri went on. “Telanya was right about what she said at dinner—everything changed when the council appointed a new Ranger-General. Serrane drove the rest of the orc clans deep into the Shattered Peaks and practically exterminated the gnolls in the Duskwood.”
“Sounds like a fun woman,” I murmured.
“Apparently she’s another blonde-haired, blue-eyed elf, so I’m sure if the two of you met you’d be fucking within the hour.”
I sighed. “Look, last night was…I don’t even know what happened.”
“The same thing as always,” Valuri shrugged. “You followed your cock around like it’s a compass.”
“You’ve never been the jealous type before.”
She scoffed. “I’m not the one you need to worry about. Though I heard you tried to make it up to Red this morning. I’m sorry I missed it.”
I glanced over at Kaseya. She was far enough of ahead of us that she was probably out of earshot. “We’re…she’s…it’s complicated,” I managed. 
“Uh huh,” Valuri said. “Look, you can play with your toys however you want, but I’ll tell you right now I’m going to be famished tonight. You had better be ready.”
With that, she trotted ahead. I glanced between my two partners, wondering if I should be terrified or eager for camp tonight. My stomach settled on the former; my cock chose the latter.
We followed the main road the rest of the day, mostly because I doubted the Senosi would risk an ambush on such a heavily-patrolled path. I didn’t expect the knights and rangers to thin out until we got closer to Lake Dunarthe, and when they did I planned to weave our way through the thick grass and empty fields. Some of the local farmers might get annoyed if we trampled their crops, but I didn’t want to make our enemies’ job any easier than I had to. 
Ayrael and her Huntresses were out there somewhere. I could feel it. 
We kept a leisurely pace until nightfall, at which point we made camp inside a cozy little copse of trees about a mile west of the road. The autumn air was getting cooler by the day, and I helped Kaseya gather wood for a fire. I ignited the logs with a burst of flame from my palm, then leaned back on my bedroll and imagined all the possible ways this scheme of Telanya’s could go horribly wrong. 
“What are the odds that the caravan has already been ambushed by the time we arrive?” I mused, folding my hands behind my head and staring up at the stars. “The Inquisitrix has spies all across the region. She must know about the vatari mines near Falcon Ridge. She could have already sent a squad to intercept the mercenaries.”
“Maybe, but if so I didn’t hear anything about it,” Valuri said as she unholstered her crossbows and sat down next to me. “She has spies in Falcon Ridge, but not many…and she doesn’t usually risk sending the Senosi that far. Besides, ambushing the caravan early just means a longer jaunt back to Vorsalos, and a longer jaunt to Vorsalos means more chances for a third party to get involved. The Highvale Pass has been plagued by bandits for a long time, and so have the Grey Moors.”
“Still, if she waits too long she’ll have to deal with the Silver Fist and the Duskwatch,” I pointed out. 
“My sister will not care who stands in her way,” Kaseya commented. She was still looming over the fire and eyeing the reflection of the flames on her sword. “Ayrael will wait until the challenge is greatest before she strikes.”
“That does sound like her,” Valuri conceded. “She may be a force of nature, but she’s not too bright.”
Kaseya turned. “Because she prefers to fight head-on?”
“That’s one reason.”
“I suppose you would prefer to shoot your enemies in their sleep.”
“It’s certainly a lot safer that way.”
Kaseya groaned in disgust. “I shouldn’t have expected anything less from an assassin.”
“Glory is all well and good, Red,” Valuri said, reclining her head back onto my chest and crossing her legs. “But winning is even better.”
“Victory is meaningless without—”
“I had a disturbing thought earlier,” I interjected, hoping to change the subject before they choked each other. “We still don’t know who the Black Mistress is, or even if she’s a single person. But what if it’s even worse—what if the Black Mistress is a Senosi operative?”
“I’ve been nursing that thought for a while,” Valuri said. “It’s definitely the Inquisitrix’s style—she did almost exactly the same thing a decade ago in Vorsalos. You remember the endless guild wars and the final purge.”
“Too well,” I murmured. I had only been twelve or thirteen at the time, but the battle for control over the city’s smuggling rings and lotus cartels had been bloody and brutal. Outcasts like myself had depended upon a certain stability in the underworld in order to survive, and originally I remembered welcoming the idea of someone consolidating power to stand against the corrupt nobles. But once everyone realized the Inquisitrix was the one taking over…well, the few other sorcerers I’d had known hadn’t lasted long. It was nothing short of a miracle that I’d managed to survive long enough to meet Valuri. 
 “I tried to pry some details out of Ayrael while we were sailing to Highwind, but she still didn’t trust me,” Valuri said. “I doubt she’s a very good liar, though, and it seems unlikely that the Inquisitrix would conceal such an important part of her plan from her new champion.”
I dragged my thoughts from the past and placed my hand on Valuri’s shoulder. “So you don’t think the Inquisitrix is involved?”
“Oh, I’m sure she’s involved in way or another, but I don’t think she or any of the other Senosi are secretly the Black Mistress. I think it’s more likely that she’s just trying to manipulate the situation from the shadows.”
“That seems like a safe bet regardless,” I said, nibbling at my lip. “I had another thought today, too. It’s probably crazy, but what if we’ve already met the Black Mistress and don’t even know it. What if we’re working for her right now?”
Kaseya turned and eyed me warily. “You mean Telanya?”
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“Now that’s an interesting thought,” Valuri said. “What’s your reasoning?”
“She arrived in the city less than a year before the current conflict started, so the timing is convenient,” I said. “But beyond that, it also seems to fit her general interests. Most of the city believes she married the Archmage purely to gain power. Ruling the underworld would be another step in the same direction.”
“She’s also lying to the Highwind Council and hoarding these vatari crystals,” Valuri added. “She clearly has her husband wrapped around her finger, too—that must give her access to all kinds of resources. The trouble is, she’s not a sorceress.”
“No, but she does have a much more sympathetic attitude towards them than the Archmage,” I pointed. “I, uh, learned that during our private conversation.”
Valuri grunted. “Maybe if you’d fucked her harder she would have screamed her secret identity into your ear.”
“She also has a much more tolerant attitude towards sorcerers, and her position in the Highwind Academy would give her direct access to young people with the gift,” I said, ignoring the jibe. “A lot of pieces fit, if you really start to think about it.”
“If you’re right, it would also explain some of Silhouette’s strange behavior,” Kaseya mused, her eyes flicking back in thought. “She didn’t want us to tell her the details of what happened during our meeting at the mansion, but if Telanya is her mistress then she already knows.”
I nodded. “I considered that, too. Maybe this is all some kind of elaborate test. Telanya wants to see if we’ll try and bring this cargo to her or the Black Mistress, knowing she’ll get ahold of it either way.”
“Or we’re crazy and overthinking this,” Valuri said. “You and I have certainly made that mistake before.”
“True enough,” I murmured. “Either way, we’re not going to get all the answers tonight. We should try and get some sleep so we can leave first thing in the morning. I’d rather get to the pass early and scout out our options before the caravan arrives.”
Valuri rolled over and faced me. “You’re not sleeping for a while yet,” she said, clamping her hand over my crotch. “I’m not going to bed on an empty stomach.”
“We have bigger problems to deal with right now,” Kaseya scolded.
Valuri grinned. “There’s no need to be sour, Red. You can help out if you want, but you’re not stealing my prize this time.”
“This has nothing to do with Jorem,” the amazon said. “In a few days we will be fighting side-by-side, but we have not trained together. I do not know your capabilities or weaknesses.”
“Good point. I guess I’ll have to give you a hint.” Valuri pointed at her crossbows. “I shoot people with these things. When that doesn’t work, I stab them with my claws. Any further questions?”
“Many,” Kaseya said. “It is still early. We should spar.”
“Hold on a minute—you should really let me sell tickets first,” I said with a grunt. 
Kaseya’s brow furrowed. “Allowing potential enemies to analyze our fighting styles would be a mistake.”
“That’s not what I…never mind.”
Valuri chuckled and leaned back even harder on my chest. “What are you hoping to learn, anyway? It’s not that complicated. You’ll stab them, Jorem will blast them, and I’ll shoot them.”
“Kaseya can also shoot them,” I added. “Up north, she was picking bandits off the battlements in the dead of night.”
“That is not the point,” Kaseya said, sighing in frustration. “Jorem and I can fight together effectively thanks to our bond, but I cannot anticipate your movements until I have seen you fight.”
“Your sister said almost the exact same thing during her Senosi training,” Valuri said. “I was still locked up at the time, but some of the other Huntresses told me about it. They said that Ayrael spent the first week or so watching and learning.”
“We are taught to study and adapt to our opponent’s movements as well our allies,” Kaseya said. “I’ve no doubt that Ayrael was able to defeat your comrades quite handily afterwards.” 
Valuri snorted. “Your sister is good, but the Senosi aren’t exactly pushovers. She had a lot to learn from us, too.”
“Do I detect a hint of wounded pride?” I asked with a smirk. 
She elbowed me in the gut. “Pride has nothing to do with it. Red just needs to understand that amazons aren’t the only warrior-women in the world.”
“Sounds like pride to me.”
Valuri elbowed me again, which only made me chuckle harder. She was a master at getting under people’s skin, but like most bullies she couldn’t stand it when the tables were turned. 
“If my sister has learned your techniques, then it is all the more important for me to learn them, too,” Kaseya said. “Please, show me.”
I grinned when Valuri abruptly hopped up. She had weak spots just like anyone else, and it was amusing as hell to watch another woman exploit them so easily.  
“I’ve never been much of a teacher,” Valuri said, flicking out her arms and unsheathing the concealed tiger claws in her gauntlets. “You better hope you’re a quick learner.”
She lunged forward and slashed wildly with her right hand, forcing Kaseya to hop back and catch the attack on the edge of her blade. I assumed the amazon would retreat and attempt to retrieve her shield, but instead she settled into an almost casual two-handed grip. The two women slowly circled around each other, their eyes locked in silent struggle like a pair of stags fighting over the right to mate with a prized female. 
I probably should have felt emasculated by the comparison, but I was too mesmerized by their dance to care. Besides, I was planning on fucking on the winner…and then probably the loser…and then probably the winner again. The night was young.
Valuri eventually lunged forward again, striking with both hands in rapid succession. Kaseya parried one with her sword and dodged the other before she attempted a dizzying twirl-riposte of her own. Valuri deftly crouched beneath the slash, then kicked the other woman’s vulnerable flank, knocking Kaseya backwards and nearly tripping her in the process. 
“Too slow,” Valuri taunted, a satisfied smirk on her lips. 
“I agree,” Kaseya said. “With more sensible footwear, you would be considerably faster.”
The Senosi’s smile vanished. “My boots are perfectly—”
Kaseya struck before Valuri could finish the sentence. Sparks flew off their weapons, and the shrill ring of grinding steel echoed across the plains. I probably should have been more worried about the noise, but I couldn’t look away. Their movements were so graceful and deadly I should have been horrified…but because I was me, my cock just got harder and harder instead. 
After about a minute, it became clear even to me that Kaseya wasn’t trying actually to win. I was reminded of her battle with Ayrael on the Highwind docks—her sister had been toying with her, just like she was doing with Valuri now. The difference was that Valuri quickly grew frustrated and made a mistake. 
She landed next to me a few seconds later, her lip bleeding from an elbow to the face. Kaseya didn’t gloat—she actually retreated a step and settled back into a defensive stance to wait for her opponent’s next move. 
“Feed me,” Valuri demanded, wiping her lip with her arm. 
I frowned. “Your hands seem busy. I suppose you could use your mouth.”
“Not that way!” she growled. “Blast me with something!”
I glanced up to Kaseya. The amazon’s face was unreadable, but she didn’t object. Sighing, I opened my palm and reached out to the Aether. Sparks of electricity crackled at my fingertips, and I angled them towards Valuri and zapped her with a quick burst of energy. Her eyes fluttered shut, but when they reopened a moment later they were glowing bright green. 
Vaulting back to her feet, Valuri pounced at Kaseya like an enraged tigress. The tides quickly turned—Valuri was now faster and stronger than any human, and it didn’t take long for her to overwhelm her opponent’s defenses. Valuri caught Kaseya’s sword with her claws, ripped it free of the amazon’s grip, and then promptly kicked the other woman flat onto her back. 
“That’s more like it,” Valuri said, straddling the amazon and pressing her claws against the other woman’s throat. She held them in place for a long moment before she finally grinned and retracted them back into her gauntlets. “I hope you learned everything you needed.”
“Not quite yet,” Kaseya said. “There are still a few things I need to know.”
Without warning, the amazon abruptly shifted her weight and rolled over, expertly reversing Valuri’s pin and ending up on top of her. Valuri yelped in surprise, but before she could fight back Kaseya nestled deeper between the Huntress’s legs, pushed her hands out of the way….
And kissed her. 
I wasn’t sure how to respond at first. Surprise? Bewilderment? Instantaneous, unapologetic arousal? My cock selected the third option before I could even think about the other two.  It swelled so quickly I had to lean up and reshuffle my legs before it became too uncomfortable. 
Kaseya didn’t hold back, and Valuri didn’t resist in the slightest. Within seconds the women were frantically pawing at each other’s bodies like old lovers who hadn’t seen each other in months. I couldn’t believe how forcefully Kaseya stripped off Valuri’s trousers or how quickly she plunged her long fingers into the Senosi’s quim. 
“Don’t mind me,” I murmured. “I’ll just be sitting over here by the fire…”
I doubted that they even heard me. When their lips parted, Valuri’s ecstatic moans echoed through the still night air, and her head slumped backwards when the amazon slipped a third finger into her. I couldn’t help but wonder how many other times Kaseya had pleasured her fellow Red Sisters like this back on Nol Krovos, just like I couldn’t help but wonder how many times Valuri had been pleasured by her fellow Senosi back in Vorsalos. I suddenly regretted not spending more time learning about scrying magic when I was younger. The sights I could have seen…
Amidst my reverie, Kaseya leaned down and began to feast upon Valuri’s quim. The amazon’s tongue and fingers were like fire on other woman’s slit, and I wasn’t sure I had ever heard Valuri cry out so loudly even after being fed. A part of me wondered if this was just another maneuver in their ongoing competition—whose training had really been the best, Senosi or amazon? If I knew Valuri at all, she would respond in kind soon enough. This little dance of theirs could go on for hours. 
A true gentleman would have been content to watch and wait for an invitation before he joined them. Thankfully, I had never learned proper manners. 
Grinning, I pulled my throbbing cock from my trousers and scooted forward behind Kaseya. Over the last few weeks I had become quite an expert at pushing aside the straps of her leather skirt, though I was really starting to get annoyed at how often her thong got in the way. It was genuinely tempted to order her to stop wearing the damn thing altogether.
Once I had pulled it down to her knees, I nudged the tip of my cock against her smoldering quim. She was wet and ready, just like I expected, though I wondered how much of her arousal was merely an echo of mine. Probably not much—when I turned on my ring, I could feel the intensity of her hunger. She genuinely wanted to fuck Valuri. It was a feeling I knew all too well. One moment I would want to strangle her, and in the next…
Well, in the next I would still want to strangle her, but I would also want my cock buried in her ass while I squeezed. 
I slipped into Kaseya with a relieved groan, and the red-hot walls of her quim opened for their rightful conqueror. I settled into a comfortable rhythm, impressed that she could concentrate on fingering and tonguing Valuri despite euphoric currents shuddering through her. She really did have the discipline of a warrior. 
A few moments later, Valuri moaned from another climax and clutched at the back of Kaseya’s head, pulling the amazon more tightly against her. I caught a quick glimpse Valuri’s face, and she smiled up at me and winked in silent acknowledgement that she was winning her own battle here—she was finally getting the chance to share my toy with me. 
The thought sent a jolt of energy through my member, and I rammed into Kaseya over and over as my own climax approached. Just before I spilled inside her, the amazon spun around and pulled away from me. My cock dangled in mid-air, desperate for attention, but she quickly grabbed it with both hands and pumped it towards Valuri. I exploded mere seconds later, showering the Huntress’s tits and chin with a half dozen thick ropes of seed. 
Valuri descended into a trance as she fed upon my magic. Her eyes began to glow even as they rolled back into her head, and the tattoos on her arm were bright enough to light up the copse even without a campfire. 
“She said she was hungry,” Kaseya said, smiling up at me before she began cleaning off my cock. 
I smiled back and gently ran my fingers through her red hair. “Very considerate of you,” I whispered. “I suppose it’s important that we all learn to share.”
 
***
 
I awoke to the sound of soft moans and smacking lips, and I was confused when my eyes fluttered open and didn’t see Kaseya’s tongue eagerly massaging my cock. She wasn’t sitting next to me at all, in fact, and I had to muster the energy to turn over before I spotted her lying on top of Valuri. The two women were kissing passionately, and Kaseya had two fingers buried inside the Huntress’s quim.
“An even better view than a sunrise…” I murmured as I reached down and started slowly stroking myself to life. I was glad to see that the girls were finally getting along. Apparently all they’d needed to do was try and kill each other.
Valuri’s body eventually seized up, and a frantic, high-pitched moan escaped her lips. It was a delightful sound I’d heard many times over the years, and her toes curled an instant later as a climax shuddered through her. 
“Dammit, Red,” she breathed, clutching at the amazon’s hair. “I really wish I had a cock so I could fuck you right now…”
Kaseya smiled and gently kissed the other woman on the nose, then promptly crawled over to me and began licking the head of my swollen member. I had no idea if this behavior was going to become a permanent fixture of our mornings from now on or not…but I wouldn’t have been upset if it did. 
I was stiff and throbbing in the back of the amazon’s throat by the time Valuri finally recovered and propped herself up on her elbows. She grinned impishly and scooted forward until she was close enough to smack Kaseya’s upturned ass. 
“This really doesn’t seem fair,” Valuri said. “Amazons need love too, right?”
She leaned down and began licking Kaseya’s slit from behind. When I closed my eyes and activated my ring, I could feel the echoes of my bliss shuddering through Kaseya and merging with her own. They swirled together in a harmonious symphony, ultimately intensifying both. My seed flooded her mouth just seconds later. 
I had only just come down when Kaseya succumbed as well, and I grinned contently when she closed her eyes and cried out. It was a truly wonderful sight…or was, right up until I saw the faint glow of Valuri’s green tattoos beneath her skin. 
“What?” I murmured, leaning forward. 
Valuri didn’t respond. She was trapped in the ecstasy of her feeding trance. But that didn’t make any sense unless...
“Val, what’s going on?” I asked. “Val!”
Her eyes continued fluttering beneath her eyelids for several seconds before they finally refocused. “Holy shit, Red,” she breathed. “Why didn’t you tell me you tasted that good?”
I leaned forward and grabbed her arm. “Val, how are you feeding?”
She grinned. “How do you think? This girl has magic in her blood…and elsewhere.”
“What?” Kaseya gasped, spinning around. 
“You have the gift, Red. You’re a channeler.”
“That is not possible,” Kaseya insisted. “Amazons cannot be sorcerers.”
Valuri snorted. “Of course they can. Even orcs can be born with the gift if they’re lucky enough.”
Kaseya shook her head. “You do not understand. The pact my people made with our gods…only men can be born with magic in their blood. And only properly-trained amazon warriors can serve them.”
I bit down on my lip and resisted the urge to swear under my breath. I remembered Ayrael’s ranting screed from the Highwind docks and her boat—she had insisted over and over again that their moshalim sorcerers were liars who had manipulated the amazons into serving them. Even at the time I had known that some of Ayrael’s words were true…but perhaps I had underestimated just how many. 
“I don’t know what to tell you, Red, but you definitely have the gift,” Valuri said, finally sitting up. “Though I’m happy to take another sip if you want to be sure…”
“It’s not possible,” Kaseya repeated, rolling away and reaching for her equipment. “We have already wasted too much time. We should get moving.”
She moved away to prepare the horses before we could argue. I watched her for a moment, wishing I could do or say something to help. I still couldn’t quite believe what had just happened, but Valuri’s Senosi powers didn’t lie—Kaseya was a sorceress, whether she wanted to accept it or not. 
I sighed and reached for my trousers. Later, I promised myself, we would sit down and try to work this out. But right now…well, right now she obviously needed time to process all of this. 
And so did I. 
 
***
 
The three of us barely spoke for the first hour of our trip, and before I could break the silence a storm swept in and began battering the road with sheets of rain. Without anywhere obvious to take cover, we pressed on as best we could. The horses were less than thrilled, to put it mildly, and I almost wished we had chosen to travel on foot. But by mid-afternoon we finally reached one of the villages surrounding Lake Dunarthe, and I steered us towards the stable and shelter as quickly as I could. 
Thanks to the nearby road the inn was the largest building in the whole village, though it was still a pale shadow of the smallest, dingiest flophouse in Highwind. Still, the locals were happy to see our coin and even happier to see the two beautiful women on my arm. They gave us the largest room at a reasonable price, and the wenches fetched us us fresh food and water and record speed. I tossed them a few extra silvers in the hopes it would buy us some extra privacy. 
“If nothing else, the rain should wash away our tracks,” Valuri said after we’d settled in and started drying out our clothes. “Not that it’s going to matter once we all catch a fever and die.”
“We’ll be fine,” I assured her, stretching out my trousers in front of the fire. “I’m more worried about the horses. We might want to consider leaving them here. I was planning on avoiding the road the rest of the way, and they aren’t going to be much use if this weather keeps up.”
“So instead of them slipping and breaking a leg, we’ll get to slip and break a leg. Fantastic.”
“I’m sure they have a cobbler who will sell you some sensible boots.”
“Oh, shut up,” Valuri grumbled. She glanced back over her shoulder, assuming Kaseya would join in on the heel bashing, but the amazon had barely spoken a word since we’d arrived. She was sitting naked next to the fire and idly brushing her long red hair. 
“Hey, anyone home?”
Kaseya turned towards me a moment later as if I called her name across a great distance. “I apologize, Maskari. I was…distracted.”
I smiled and knelt down next to her. “I’m the one who should be having trouble concentrating,” I said, gently cupping her bare breast.
“Do you wish me to relieve you?”
“No, not right now,” I said. “But I think we should talk.”
Kaseya sighed and glanced back into the flames. “I do not understand what happened. It is not possible for a female to become moshalim.”
“Red, there are sorceresses are over the Northern Reaches,” Valuri said. “That Silhouette girl, for one.”
“She is not an amazon.”
“It doesn’t make any difference.”
“It makes all the difference.”
I sighed and slung my arm over her shoulders. “Kaseya, you’re acting like this is a death sentence, but it’s not. It just means we have another thing in common!”
She closed her eyes and remained silent. I sighed and rubbed at her shoulders. 
“Look, I’m as surprised as you are. Most people born with the gift figured it out the hard way—they have scary visions or hear their friends’ thoughts or set their houses on fire. The fact that nothing has happened to you in twenty some years…” I shrugged. “I don’t know what it means, but it’s not a bad thing.”
“You do not understand.”
“I’m the sorcerer—I understand better than anyone.”
“No,” Kaseya insisted. “You do not understand because this proves my sister right.”
I grimaced. “Because she said the moshalim were lying to you?”
“Yes. And if they lied about this…what else could they be lying about?”
“Anything and everything,” Valuri said. “It’s not fun when you find out you’ve spent your whole life in service of liars and monsters, is it?
I whipped my head around and glared at her. “You’re not helping.”
“It’s the truth. The sooner she comes to accept it, the better.”
“The moshalim are not monsters,” Kaseya said. “They’re just…”
I squeezed her shoulders again when she trailed off. “Maybe you should come lie down for a bit. I’ll fetch us some more tea and food.”
“I would prefer to remain by the fire.”
I sighed and nodded. Personally, I was excited by this revelation—I couldn’t wait to try and discover what if any natural abilities she might have—but I was trying to hide my enthusiasm for her sake. She didn’t need the collar flooding her with my giddiness right now. Back in Vorsalos, I had known a priest who had lost his faith one day, and the result had been…well, tragic didn’t begin to cover it. He had never been the same person afterwards. 
Valuri had gone through a similar transition when she had turned against the Senosi, though her natural cynicism had shielded her from the worst of it. Kaseya wouldn’t be so lucky.
I stood and gestured for Val to follow me into the adjoining room where the wenches had drawn us some water. She gently shut the door behind us and crossed her arms over her chest. 
“She’ll be fine, Jorem. She’s a tough girl, and this isn’t actually bad news.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m just a little worried about what might happen if we run into her sister out here.”
“You weren’t worried already?” Valuri asked. “You did see Ayrael fight before, right?”
“Yeah, and we won’t stand a chance unless all of us are ready and focused.” I pursed my lips. “I suppose there’s nothing we can do about it anyway, but I’m worried. People do strange things when their whole world starts collapsing around them.”
“You’re especially cute when you’re all warm and compassionate,” Valuri said with a smirk. “But seriously: she’ll be fine.”
I smiled back. “You’re just happy you have another place to feed.”
“Ecstatic is more like it. Everyone loves a little variety now and then.”
I snorted. “You really are a glutton.”
“And yet I keep my perfect figure,” she said, bumping her hip against me. “The world isn’t fair.”
I glanced back into the main room where Kaseya was still sitting. “No,” I murmured. “It most definitely is not.”
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The storm was still raging outside when we fell asleep, though I found the rhythmic patter of the rainfall against the window oddly soothing. The room only had one bed, which meant I was greeted in the morning by a naked Kaseya in my arms and a naked Valuri pressed up against my back. I might have actually enjoyed the sensation more than waking up with my cock in their mouths, as hard as that was to believe. 
Not that I really had to choose. Valuri, eager to feed, stroked me to full length barely a minute after I first stirred, and Kaseya dutifully took me into her throat once I was ready. Just before I burst, she pulled away and pumped my load all over Valuri’s tits and stomach, and while the Senosi rolled around in gluttonous, post-coital bliss, Kaseya and I cleaned up and organized our equipment. 
The amazon didn’t say a word about sorcery or the moshalim or anything else related to our discovery, and I respected her silence. She seemed completely focused on the task at hand, which was probably for the best. Still, I dreaded our next encounter with her sister. I had no idea how Kaseya would react to another round of Ayrael’s taunts. I wasn’t looking forward to getting chopped in half, either, but for whatever reason the threat of painful death seemed paltry by comparison. Relationships were strange like that. 
The roads and fields were so muddy and slick that we left our horses at the stable and braved the path south on foot. On Kaseya’s suggestion, we hugged the edge of the lake south as long as we could before we eventually veered southeast towards the pass. She called out all the most obvious ambush points as we passed, and I made a mental note of each of them in anticipation of our return trip. I really hoped these Falcon Guard mercenaries were worth the gold Telanya was paying them…
We camped one last time on the plains before reaching the Highvale Pass early the next morning. That gave us almost half a day before the scheduled rendezvous, which was exactly what I’d hoped for all along. The rocky terrain between the mountains featured a thousand potential ambush points, and I wanted to ensure that the Senosi weren’t already waiting for the caravan. While I stretched out with my magic and searched for any signs of Aetheric echoes, Kaseya swept the area for tracks and Valuri set up traps in a few choice locations. We spent so much of our time traveling and fucking around—often literally—that I had almost forgotten how well our skills complimented each other. 
By midafternoon we found ourselves a comfortable perch along the ridge where we could watch the whole pass, and we settled in and took turns keeping watch. A few hours before sunset, we finally found what we were looking for.
“There they are,” Kaseya announced, squinting through the spyglass. “I see five soldiers on each side plus the driver and three horses.”
Valuri flipped over and shielded her eyes against the sun. “What are the odds they start shooting at us the moment we approach them?” 
“Too high,” I murmured, taking the spyglass. The carriage was larger than I expected and probably heavier too, considering the size of the mighty draft horses pulling it along. The soldiers on either side were traveling on foot while their leader steered from the saddle. 
“They certainly look professional enough,” Valuri commented. “Expensive armor and weapons, elaborate tabards…no one would ever confuse them with any of the rag-tag companies back home.”
“Should we move out to greet them?” Kaseya asked. “The longer we wait, the more suspicious they’ll become of us lurking in the ridgeline.”
I let out a deep breath and nodded. This was all going precisely according to plan so far, but I still couldn’t unwind the anxious knots twisting in my stomach. Something just didn’t feel right…
“Let’s go,” I said. “But keep your guard up.”
We shimmied our way down the hill and slowly maneuvered through the rocky path back to the road. When we finally emerged into direct view of the mercenaries, I was careful to ensure that we were plainly visible for a solid quarter mile before the caravan reached us. Unsurprisingly, the guards stopped the wagon and sent a man ahead to greet us. 
“Identify yourself!” he called out, his hand clenched around the handle of his unsheathed sword. 
“Our employer thought you could use some backup,” I said, holding out the symbol Telanya had given me. “We’re here to help.”
The man stopped a good fifty feet away from us, his eyes squinting at the symbol. I could barely see his face beneath his upturned visor, but I could tell he was one ugly son of a bitch. 
“Lord Martel promised to send a whole squad.”
“Well, we’re all that’s coming,” I said. “But we pack a punch, don’t worry.”
After staring at us for another moment, he made a hand signal to the rest of the caravan before he approached closer. “Two women and a fop with a ruffled shirt,” he sneered. “And here I thought Martel was taking this seriously.”
“Well, he did hire you,” Valuri said. “So evidently not.”
It was hard not to wince. It was even harder not to elbow her in the gut. 
“We can handle ourselves just fine, don’t worry,” I said, opening my palm and summoning a crackling ball of Aetheric energy. “The boss thought you might need a little extra firepower.”
To his credit, the man didn’t recoil at the sight of magic. He just stared at us in contempt for another moment before the wagon finally caught up. 
“They’re your problem—you deal with it,” he muttered to the driver. 
The man in the saddle—a thirty something human with short hair and an out-of-place appreciation for basic hygiene compared to his companions—chuckled softly and held out his hand. 
“The name’s Koth,” he said. “Romar Koth. Sorry for the rough greeting—we just needed to make sure who we were dealing with.”
“I understand completely,” I assured him, shaking his offered hand. “I’m Jorem. Kaseya is the one in red; Valuri is the one in black.”
Koth nodded at each of them and grinned. “It’s not often you see a man wandering the pass with two beautiful, heavily-armed women on his flank.”
“He’s just lucky,” Valuri said. “Incredibly, unbelievably lucky.”
“So it would seem,” the man replied dryly. “You’re Vorsalosian, huh? I haven’t heard that accent in a while.”
 “I’m sure it’s a little strange given the nature of the danger you’re expecting,” I conceded, “but who better to fight your enemy than someone who knows how they think?”
“Fair enough.” Koth eyed the rest of his men and signaled for them to fan back out around the caravan. “You’ll have to forgive my soldiers for leering. Some of them haven’t seen a woman in weeks…and most of them have never seen an amazon.”
“They can stare all they like, so long as they do their jobs,” Kaseya said matter-of-factly. “I noted all the most likely ambush points during our trip south from Highwind We’ll pass through two high-risk areas before we stop tonight—your men need to be prepared.”
Koth chuckled. “They will be. Lord Martel hired the Falcon Guard because we’re the best. And with the help of an amazon and a sorcerer, I’ve no doubt we’ll succeed.”
I smiled back at him. Something about his calm demeanor had already set me on edge. Mercenary captains weren’t usually smooth talkers, in my experience, though I was probably extra biased against the man purely based on his point of origin. Falcon Ridge was called “Buccaneer’s Bay” for good reason—the city’s king had been murdered by a coalition of pirate captains about ten years ago, and those men were still in power as far as I knew. The Ridge was a cesspool of crime and corruption.
Not that Vorsalos was any different. 
“We had hoped to clear the pass by sundown, so we should really keep moving,” Koth said after a moment. His eyes flicked between Valuri and Kaseya. “There’s an open seat in the saddle if one of you lady friends would like to rest her legs a bit...”
“I cannot effectively watch for an ambush up there,” Kaseya said. “I will take point.”
“You go ahead and do that, Red,” Valuri said, smiling wryly as she climbed up next to Koth. “My feet have been aching all day.”
Kaseya scoffed. “Why am I not surprised by your laziness?”
I clamped my hand over her mouth. “We’ll both take point,” I said. “We’ll have plenty of time to chat tonight.”
Koth grinned again. “I look forward to it.”
I took Kaseya’s wrist and escorted her in front of the wagon as the horses started moving again. She was at least savvy enough to wait until we were out of earshot before she questioned me. 
“I am sorry for upsetting you, Jorem,” she said. “But there are times when her habits are too maddening to ignore.”
“Val’s not being lazy,” I said. “She wants to ride next to their captain so she can loosen his tongue and figure what he’s up to.”
Kaseya blinked. “Shouldn’t she be paying attention to the roads and helping us spot an ambush?”
“She trusts us to do that. In the meantime, she’ll feel out our new friends and tell me what she thinks tonight.” 
Kaseya paused in thought for a minute. “Perhaps I have underestimated her.”
I grinned. “Everyone always has. Even the Inquisitrix. Even your sister.”
“I had assumed your previous attraction to her was purely physical, but perhaps I was mistaken,” Kaseya said. “In any event, we have other duties to attend to. My sister is out there somewhere.”
“Yeah,” I murmured. “I bet she is.”
 
***
 
The Senosi didn’t attack us at either point Kaseya had marked dangerous. They didn’t attack us at all, in fact, which made me more and more nervous the more I thought about it. We were still at least twenty miles south of Lake Dunarthe, but by tomorrow we would be back in in the lower grasslands and much more likely to stumble into armed Silver Fist patrols. Our enemies wouldn’t wait that long to strike. If they were going to hit us, it would be soon—possibly even overnight.
“Perhaps I should stay awake just in case,” Kaseya suggested as the Falcon Guard mercenaries began setting up camp for the evening. “These men seem relatively competent, but I do not trust them to spot an ambush before it is too late.”
I nodded and blew a thin stream of air between my teeth. She wasn’t wrong, of course, but I didn’t relish the thought of walking another hundred plus miles to Highwind without getting any sleep. Then again, even if I did fall asleep out here, it wasn’t like Kaseya would be able to wake me the same way as usual…
“I hope you two had fun,” Valuri said, sauntering over to us. “I certainly had an enlightening day.”
“Stimulating conversation?”
“Let’s just say he’d lick dung from my boots if I asked him to.”
Kaseya frowned. “Meaning what?”
“Meaning she has him wrapped around her fingers,” I said with a knowing smirk. “Let me guess: he thinks he’ll be fucking you by the time we reach Highwind.”
“He think he’ll be fucking me tonight,” Valuri corrected. “He thinks I’ll be having his babies by the time we reach Highwind.”
I snickered despite myself. I almost regretted not being able to hear their whole conversation. Valuri could convince a monk to abandon his life-long vow of chastity in about ten minutes, given the chance. 
“From your tone, I assume you were lying to him,” Kaseya said. “Did your deception have a purpose besides cruelty?”
“Only if you think it’s valuable to know about the people you’re working with,” Valuri replied tartly. “Whatever else Koth may be, he’s a natural bullshitter. I can’t even remember half the things we talked about.”
“Not necessarily the skill I’d expect from a mercenary commander,” I commented. 
“He obviously manages the business side of things for the Falcon Guard,” Valuri said. “I’m pretty sure about four-fifths of what he told me was nonsense, but I get the feeling he was probably a smuggler or con-artist who realized he could make more coin going legit.”
“Charming,” I muttered. 
“On the plus side, I’m fairly certain his soldiers know what they’re doing. They should be useful enough if we get into a fight.”
“I agree,” Kaseya put in. “They are reasonably competent, and their equipment is in excellent shape.”
“You could tell all that just from watching them walk for a few hours?”
“Yes,” the amazon replied as if it were obvious. “I have spent my life training as a warrior, Jorem. I know what to look for.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” I said, glancing around. “I do know that they don’t have any channelers, wizards or otherwise. I haven’t decided if that’s good or bad yet.”
“It depends how many actual Senosi we run into,” Valuri said. “Anyway, you two get some shut-eye if you want. I’m going to sit down and try to win some gold.”
“Cards?” I asked. 
“They think they’re good at sejaak. I’m about to prove them wrong.”
I grinned as she sauntered back over to the mercenaries. Hopefully they wouldn’t hold a grudge when she cleaned them out…
“We should probably try sleeping one at a time,” I said. “We could…”
I trailed off when I saw Kaseya staring hard at the carriage across camp. A couple of the mercenaries were perched on top as nighttime lookouts, but I didn’t see anything sense out of the ordinary. 
“Something wrong?” I asked. 
“I do not know,” she murmured. “When I look at the carriage, I feel…strange.”
“Strange how?”
“It is difficult to explain. It’s like I’m looking at something that isn’t really there.”
“It feels strange to me too, but that’s because of the vatari crystals inside. The Aether essentially doesn’t exist around it.”
Kaseya grimaced. “It must be something else. I do not have your powers.”
I frowned and studied her profile for a few moments. “Just because you’ve never directly tapped into the Aether doesn’t mean you’ve never felt its presence. Back when we first met, you said you could sense magic clinging to me. You said that ‘all amazons are taught to feel the natural ebb and flow of the Aether to better serve their Maskari.’”
She nodded slowly. “We are.”
“Well, that ability has to come from somewhere,” I said. “What if all your Red Sisters are connected to the Aether?”
“That is not possible.”
I wanted to argue, but this didn’t seem like the right time or place. Still, perhaps I’d found another pressure point I could nudge later…
“That carriage is filled with mined crystal, right?” Kaseya asked, her eyes narrowing.
“That’s the idea,” I said. “Why?”
“If vatari crystals absorb Aetheric energy, shouldn’t a large collection of them absorb a greater amount?”
I frowned, wondering where she was going with this. “Presumably, yes.”
“Then why is the aura around the carriage so small?”
I turned and followed her gaze again. When I stretched out, I could feel the gap in the Aether around the wooden sides of the carriage. But it was small—much smaller than it probably should have been, now that I thought about it. 
“That’s a good question,” I said, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling up. “A very good question in fact. Thankfully, we have our own vatari expert nearby…”
I signaled for Valuri to come over, and she quickly detached herself from her game. “This better be important,” she huffed. “I had three Sovereigns and Dragon in that hand.”
“Gambling can wait,” I said. “How much do you know about freshly-mined vatari crystal?”
She blinked. “You mean other than the obvious?”
“Is its power cumulative? If there was a lot of it—say, a whole wagon full—do you think it would project a larger dampening field than normal?”
Valuri glanced back over her shoulder to the carriage. “I don’t know. I’ve never had to worry about it since I can’t channel anyway. Why, do you sense something?”
“No, which is the problem,” I said. “I can feel a bubble around the carriage, but it’s small—much smaller than I’d expect given how must we’re supposed to be hauling.”
“Interesting,” she murmured. “I wish I had a definitive answer, but I don’t. What are you thinking?”
“It’s probably nothing,” I said, wishing I believed it, “but remember our conversation about Telanya?”
“You mean our theory that she might be moonlighting as a crime boss?”
“That’s the one. What if this is some kind of setup?”
Valuri shook her head. “To what end?”
“I hadn’t thought that far ahead just yet.”
“Well, she literally had us locked up at the Citadel—if she wanted us dead or out of the way, she wouldn’t have let us out in the first place.”
I hissed softly between my teeth. “Good point.”
“Perhaps you were right about this being a test,” Kaseya said. “She may have ordered the mercenaries to escort a smaller load in order to see whether or not the Senosi are aware of the shipment.”
“A trial run,” Valuri murmured, nodding. “Normally I’d say such a thing was too expensive, but she obviously has plenty of gold. I’ve heard worse theories.”
“It does make some sense,” I mused. “She’s basically using us as bait to try and draw out the Senosi without risking much of the cargo. Clever and ruthless.”
“Those are two of the words I’d use to describe her,” Valuri said. “I suppose the only question is whether or not the mercs realize what’s going on.”
“You’re the one who chatted with them most of the day,” I reminded her. “What do you think?”
She frowned. “It’s hard to say. Like I mentioned earlier, their leader is a tough nut to crack. But just because he’s a good bullshitter doesn’t necessarily mean anything sinister. He’s expecting to fight and he’s confident in his men.”
“Hopefully it’s not misplaced,” I murmured. Even though Kaseya’s theory made perfect sense, the nervous knots in my gut refused to untangle. Something was wrong here—I was sure of it. 
“I’ll see if I can learn anything else while playing cards,” Valuri offered. “But in any event, at least one of us should be awake at all times. Maybe two.”
“Definitely two,” I said. “I’m not willing to take any chances.”
 
***
 
Against all odds, the mercenaries behaved themselves overnight. All three of us managed to snag at least a few hours of sleep, and Valuri won a pouch full of gold at sejaak, I was frankly a bit surprised she didn’t find the cutest merc and fuck him in his tent just for kicks, but apparently none of them were up to her standards. That, or she was just as on edge as I was. I blasted her with a few sparks of Aetheric energy to sustain her for the rest of the day, and we set out not long afterwards. 
Yet again we weren’t ambushed in any of the obvious places, and yet again that made me even more nervous. The next day was even more of the same—nothing. Once Lake Dunarthe was firmly behind us and we officially entered the southern grasslands, however, I started to wonder if we had all been wrong about this whole thing. Maybe the Senosi didn’t know about the caravan. Maybe this would be the easiest gold I had ever made in my life. 
I had almost convinced myself to believe that when we rolled over a steep hill and spotted a group of armored riders about a mile away across the plains. A Silver Fist banner rippled in the air above them.  
“Looks like our lucky day,” Koth said from his perch up on the carriage. “The knights probably have a camp nearby. We can stay with them tonight and head the rest of the way into the city tomorrow.”
He cracked the reins and pushed us forward. The sinking feeling in my stomach refused to settle. 
“I guess Telanya’s ‘test run’ was a complete waste of time,” I murmured. “Unless the Inquisitrix has as army hiding in the grass somewhere, I doubt the Senosi will risk striking us this close to Highwind with so many knights around.”
“Probably not,” Valuri agreed. “I can’t believe it—I really thought we’d run into Ayrael by now. Or at the very least another pack of Huntresses.”
I nodded. “Maybe you and I have gotten too cynical in our old age. Maybe the gods really don’t hate us.”
“Now I’m really nervous. Those knights are probably orcs in disguise.”
I snorted softly, but when I glanced over to Kaseya she was frowning and shielding her eyes from the sun. “I thought the Knights of the Silver Fist were considered elite mounted cavalry.”
“They are,” I said.
“Then why don’t their horses have any barding?”
I frowned and shielded my own eyes. Even from this distance, I could still tell she was right. The knight’s horses were saddled, but that was about it. 
“That’s…odd,” I muttered. Even the horses we’d seen in town usually had some form of protection, cosmetic or otherwise. Pageantry was as synonymous with knighthood as a lance and sword in this part of the world.   
Valuri immediately drew her crossbow and peered through her scope for a better view. I lifted my spyglass and did the same. 
“That’s not Silver Fist armor, either,” she said. “No inscriptions, no emblazoned insignia anywhere…a few of them aren’t even wearing helmets or plate.”
“They could be Duskwatch,” I said. “Maybe they’re—”
The words died on my tongue when I finally caught a glimpse beneath the hood of one of the riders. The long blonde ponytail, the piercing blue eyes, a nearly perfect copy of Kaseya’s features…
The truth hit me like a brick to the face. This wasn’t a “test run” organized by Telanya; it was a trap set by Ayrael and the Senosi. They had already bought off the Falcon Guard and stolen the original cargo—that was why the carriage’s aura was so weak. The crystals were probably halfway to Vorsalos by now…
“Oh, shit,” I hissed.
“Something wrong?” Koth asked, glancing back over the edge of the carriage. “Don’t tell me the knights have a bounty out for you or something.”
“Not exactly,” I rasped. I could feel the eyes of the other mercenaries upon us. The moment they started shouting, Ayrael and her warriors would charge straight for us. We’d only have a few minutes before we were completely swarmed…
“So what’s the matter, then?” Koth asked. “You look…upset.”
“Nothing,” I said, forcing a smile. “I just think it’s time we part ways.”
Reaching out to the Aether, I thrust out my hand and unleashed a bolt of crackling Aetheric energy directly into the carriage’s wheel. The horses shrieked, the wooden frame collapsed, and Koth was violently hurled out of the saddle. 
“Get down!” I screamed, dropping to a knee and sheathing myself in a mantle of spell armor. The mercenaries had already drawn their weapons, and they were just about to pounce when I blasted the man directly behind me. The greenish-white beam of energy vaporized half his torso, killing him before he even hit the ground. 
The other mercs wouldn’t be dispatched so easily. I would have been completely overwhelmed in another second or two, but thankfully the girls were already moving. Kaseya dashed in front of me, bashing her shield into the skull of one mercenary and slashing open the throat of a second. Valuri drew her second crossbow and fired, dropping two more of the men just as I unleashed another blast. In the span of five seconds, we had already taken out half of Koth’s men…but unfortunately, they were about to get backup. 
The mercenary captain dragged himself to his feet and blew into a small horn. The baritone cry rang across the grasslands as clearly as a trumpet, and the unmistakable pounding of hooves rolled in the distance like approaching thunder. The hourglass had officially tipped over. 
“Get the horses!” I shouted at Kaseya after she had smashed another mercenary to the ground. “We can’t escape without them!”
I unleashed another spell before she could respond. Placing my hand against the ground, I ignited the grass in front of us and then wildly spun around, conjuring a wide ring of fire around the caravan to keep our horses from fleeing and to give us some cover. While Kaseya scrambled to steady the panicked beasts, Valuri sprayed bolt after bolt over my shoulder. A few of the mercenaries closed into melee range, their shields held high, at which point she holstered her weapons and unsheathed her hidden claws. She whirled between the heavily-armored men like a dervish, and I was yet again reminded of both the beauty and the horror of Senosi martial arts. Her claws and body were soon covered in a mist of gore. 
Just as she scythed down the last mercenary, Koth vaulted over the toppled carriage and slammed into her flank like a battering ram. He probably had at least a hundred pounds on her, and she tumbled end over end and nearly rolled into my wall of fire. The mercenary captain then drew his blade, an elaborate silver sabre, and prepared to slice her in half. 
But I was ready. Whirling around again, I unleashed another beam of crackling energy. The blast was easily powerful enough to disintegrate half his body….and yet the instant it struck him, a patch of glowing green tattoos appeared beneath his skin. 
“Uh oh,” I rasped. 
I didn’t even know there was such a thing as a male Senosi, but apparently Koth was more than just another of the Inquisitrix’s hired goons. The energy of my spell rippled through his body, bolstering his strength and speed to superhuman levels. Fortunately, he didn’t turn and finish off Valuri. 
Unfortunately, he turned and charged at me. 
My spell armor cracked and shattered when his sabre thrust towards my chest, and I managed to dive away just far enough to avoid being decapitated. I couldn’t avoid the backswing of his off-hand, however, which smacked me so hard I flew at least ten feet through the air before I crashed into the toppled carriage.
The fact that none of my bones shattered on impact was incredibly lucky; the fact I remained conscious was nothing short of a minor miracle. My vision darkened and my head pounded, and I was reasonably sure a piece of broken wood had speared into my side. The battle around me became an indecipherable haze of screams and movement. I was vaguely aware of Koth charging towards me, and just before he skewered me on his sword a red blur leapt to my defense. Blinking frantically, I managed to clear my vision just in time to watch Kaseya fencing the empowered captain. A memory of our fight in the north seared into my head—back then, Kaseya had been completely overpowered by another Senosi until I had bolstered her with my own magic. Sadly, I didn’t have any strength left to help her again…
A moment before Koth hacked through the amazon’s defenses, a trio of wicked-sharp claws erupted through his back. Valuri appeared behind him, her eyes glowing green. 
“Now, Red!”
While Koth was stunned, Kaseya shifted to a two-handed grip, swept her sword across his body, and sliced his head clean off his shoulders. It was simultaneously the most disgusting and relieving thing I had ever seen. 
“Jorem!” Kaseya called out, grabbing my hand and pulling me to my feet. A fresh spike of pain stabbed into my gut, and I belatedly confirmed that a chunk of wood had indeed buried itself inside me. My tunic was already stained with blood.
“We’re out of time,” Valuri hissed. “Get the horses!”
 My vision began to cut in and out, and my consciousness waned along with it. In one second I was lying there bleeding to death, and in the next Kaseya had somehow gotten me up onto one of the draft horses. She wrapped my arms around her waist in the saddle as we surged forward. Arrows whistled past us one after another, and when I peered back over my shoulder I saw Ayrael and her men charging around the walls of smoke from my firewall. We had a lead on them, but it wasn’t going to last. Here in the open grasslands two dozen miles from the city, we had nowhere to run. 
Gritting my teeth, I summoned all the energy I could muster into one final spell. I knew I couldn’t hurt Ayrael herself, but I didn’t need to. Thrusting out a hand, I unleashed a jagged blast of energy directly at the ground in front of their horses. Mounds of dirt erupted all around them, tripping their horses outright or causing them to buck wildly and throw off their riders. The whinnying shrieks were audible even over the thundering clomps of our mount’s hooves. 
I didn’t have time to celebrate. The Aether seared in my veins as the backlash from ovechanneling threatened to set my very blood on fire. I clutched Kaseya’s waist more tightly, holding on for dear life as we vaulted over a narrow crevasse. My vision was so clouded by pain and loss of blood that I could barely see anything at this point, but through the clouds of dirt I caught a glimpse of a single unharmed rider, her blonde ponytail fluttering in the wind as she watched us escape. She did not pursue. 
A thin smile touched my lips just before the darkness claimed me. 
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The pain when I awoke was less intense than I feared, but still bad enough to make me groan and grimace. “What…?”
“There you are,” Valuri’s voice called from somewhere. “You better wake the fuck the up, Jorem. You need to heal yourself!”
Darkness greeted my eyes when they finally fluttered back open, and until I spotted the moon hanging in the sky I genuinely feared I might have been blind. My right side burned like I was on fire, though when I clutched at the wound I felt the warm stickiness of fresh blood. 
“We’re safe for the moment. My sister gave up the chase.”
I heard Kaseya before I saw her leaning over me. I had no idea where we were, though the scent of grass still flooded my nostrils. When I eventually mustered the strength to lean up, I saw the lights and towers of Highwind far in the distance.
“Well, shit,” I muttered. 
“You’re lucky to be alive,” Valuri said. “If not for Red here, you never would have made it this far.”
“Healing salve,” Kaseya explained, touching my forehead. “It stanched the bleeding, but it’s not strong enough to mend the wound.”
Nodding, I took a deep breath and reached back out to the Aether. It flowed through me almost tepidly, as if it were afraid of triggering another backlash. But I still mustered up enough energy for a healing spell, and when I touched my wound the pain diminished almost instantly. 
“You were right about Koth being a con artist,” I muttered. “I guess he was even better than you thought.”
Valuri grimaced as she squeezed my arm. “He wasn’t a real Senosi, but he had obviously undergone a similar ritual. I can’t believe the Inquisitrix would give that kind of power to a man.”
“I can’t believe a lot of things right now. How the hell we’re still alive, for one.”
Kaseya touched my cheek. “I am sorry I could not protect you. This is my fault.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong, believe me,” I assured her. “You were amazing. You both were.”
“Not amazing enough,” Valuri said, scowling in frustration. “I should have seen through Koth’s bullshit right away.”
“It doesn’t matter now. We’re alive—that’s what counts.”
She sighed and pursed her lips. “We’re about twenty miles out from the city. I know you need some rest, but if you’re up to it I think it would be safer to get inside the walls if at all possible.”
“At least until the Headmistress realizes we do not have her cargo,” Kaseya said. “She does not strike me as the forgiving type.”
“This is all her fault,” Valuri said. “The Senosi obviously stole the cargo at the source, which means those mercs had already been compromised. Telanya was a fool to trust them. How the hell has she built an underworld empire making that kind of novice mistake?”
I wasn’t sure if it was the blood loss, the head wound, or just a random, well-timed epiphany, but the moment the words left Valuri’s mouth the last piece of the puzzle finally clicked into place.
“We should get back to the city,” I said, leaning up. “Telanya still needs to know what happened.”
Kaseya frowned at me. “You are certain?”
“Val is right—this fuckup was mostly her fault, and the bottom line is that we’re still going to need her help if we want to take down your sister and the Inquisitrix.”
Valuri nodded. “I imagine the crystals swung west through Seawatch. The Archmage has connections all over the region—maybe he can contact his allies there and try to intercept the shipment before it ends up on a boat.”
“Maybe,” I murmured. The fate of the vatari crystals was suddenly the last thing on my mind. “The healing magic is working. I just need some help getting up onto the horse.”
Kaseya frowned at me, clearly sensing my revelation. “There’s something else on your mind.”
“It’s just an idea I had,” I said, smiling. “It’s not fully-formed yet, but it will be soon.”
“I know that look,” Valuri said. “And I don’t like it one bit.”
I touched her shoulder. “We’re going to skip Lord Martel and go straight to the source.”
“You want to walk up to the Archmage’s estate at this hour? I doubt his guards would even let us inside.”
“We don’t need the Archmage,” I said. “It’s time to cut through all the bullshit. I guarantee Silhouette will still be awake at this hour, and I’ll demand our long overdue meeting with the Black Mistress.”
Valuri’s eyes flicked back and forth across my face as she studied me. She knew me well enough to recognize when I was plotting something even without the aid of a magical collar. “You think Telanya’s more likely to be in her secret den at this hour?”
“Something like that,” I said. “Now come on—let’s get moving. We have some bad news to deliver.”
 
***
 
Midnight had long since come and gone by the time we entered the gates, and the city’s streets were quieter than I’d ever seen. We handed off our horses to Telanya’s people at the stable then promptly veered towards Moonshadow Plaza. My side still ached like hell, and even with magic I knew it would take days to fully heal. But I could walk just fine on my own now, and at the moment that was all that really mattered. 
Thanks to all the brothels and taverns, the plaza was busier than almost anywhere else we crossed through. We maneuvered through the loose crowds to the Skittering Spider, and I searched in vain for an “old woman” reading people’s fortunes. I was a few seconds from giving up and busting in the door when I heard a voice behind me. 
“You’ve certainly looked better. Trouble on the roads, sweetheart?”
I glanced back over my shoulder and spotted a slender woman in Duskwatch Ranger garb lurking beneath the overhang of a boarded-up building. I could barely see anything beneath the thick cowl of her hood, but when I reached out to the Aether and concentrated the illusion slowly began to fade away. 
“Impersonating rangers now?” Valuri asked. “That seems dangerous. And pointless.”
“Dangerous things are fun, and fun things and never pointless.” Silhouette pulled back her hood and the illusion crumbled entirely. Other than her silver hair and supernaturally seductive smile, she suddenly looked like any other half-elven woman in the city. “Is there something I can do for you lovelies?”
“I think it’s finally time we meet your boss,” I said. “The situation with the Senosi is even worse than we thought. There’s a war coming, and if our people want to survive we need to stick together.”
Silhouette glanced between us for a second before she smiled again. “The Mistress has been eager to meet you for a while. I suppose now is as good a time as any.”
She beckoned for us to follow. I fully expected her to lead us to a sewer grate or concealed cistern or somewhere else that was perfectly functional but almost laughably cliché. Instead she led us into the dark alley behind the Skittering Spider and brought us to an abrupt halt. 
Valuri’s hands reflexively dropped to her crossbows as she studied the nearby rooftops. “Hell of a spot for an ambush.”
Silhouette turned and cocked a silver eyebrow. “If the Black Mistress wanted you dead, you never would have escaped the Grey Citadel. You just need to be patient.”
“Patient for what? I can see right through your illusions, you know—there’s nothing here.”
“Not all illusions are magic.”
As if on cue, the ground beneath our feet unexpectedly trembled. I threw out my arms to keep my balance, and Silhouette chuckled softly at our discomfort as the small, square-shaped piece of stone we were standing on began to sink underground. Vorsalos had plenty of lifts—they were necessary without the magical infrastructure of a proper Mage’s Guild—but I had never ridden one this fast, quiet, or perfectly concealed. 
 We descended into total darkness. Even without actively stretching out my senses, I could feel powerful Aetheric currents swirling around us. But when I tried to conjure flame into my palm, it extinguished almost immediately.
“The undercity is protected by numerous powerful enchantments,” Silhouette said when the lift abruptly came to a halt. “Even the Silver Fist cannot find us. Every time they send a search party, their knights become lost in an illusory labyrinth.”
“Good thing we’re not paladins,” Valuri said. 
I heard her draw in a deep breath, and an instant later her eyes and tattoos began to glow brightly enough to pierce through the shadows. I could actually feel her feeding; she sucked in the magical currents like a living tornado sucking up water. For a few moments my eyes could see just fine—we were standing inside a cavernous stone chamber with three distinct exists—but then the shadows promptly returned and swallowed everything. 
“A dozen Senosi might be able to shatter our wards,” Silhouette said. “But a lone one will only earn herself a quick meal.”
A small luminous orb appeared in her palm, almost like she had plucked a mote of moonlight from the heavens. It only banished the shadows in small area around us, but at least it was enough to see where we were going. 
“Come,” she said, smiling again. “We are almost there.”
I glanced back and forth at my companions. Kaseya looked as vigilant as ever, though somewhat surprisingly she seemed more intrigued than anything. Valuri, for her part, wasn’t amused at all. Here in the dim light, her glowing eyes and tattoos made her look more like a succubus than ever. But unlike in the Archmage’s estate where her hunger had taken over, something about these particular magical currents must have been unappetizing. I made a mental note to ask her about it later. 
I heard the sound of voices and laughter a few minutes before Silhouette finally brought us to our destination. The instant we crossed beneath a bizarre archway, the veil of shadows surrounding us dissipated. We found ourselves standing on a walkway overlooking a huge, sprawling area that genuinely looked like someone had plucked out a piece of Highwind and plopped it down here. Hundreds if not thousands of people casually went about their business below as if we had just walked into a parallel version of the Moonshadow Plaza above. 
“Some of the newer folks have taken to calling it ‘Darkwind,’ though that’s a touch ominous for my tastes,” Silhouette said as she leaned against the railing. “It is more of a safe haven—a place where people like us can gather without the condemnation of the Mage’s Guild or the judgement of the Council.”
“All of these people are sorcerers?” I asked breathlessly. 
Silhouette chuckled. “No, of course not. Some are wizards who failed out of the Academy, while others are priests of gods that aren’t recognized by the Highwind elite. But most are simply outcasts. Half-orcs born after the Winter War two decades ago, dark elves who fled from the tyranny of the Spider Queen’s priestesses in the Underworld, Roskarim barbarians from beyond the White Ridge...” She grinned. “Some are even refugees from Vorsalos like yourselves. The only thing we all have in common is that Highwind doesn’t want us.”
“You are not describing the same city I heard about in Nol Krovos,” Kaseya said. 
“When the Black Mistress arrived in here last year, she quickly realized that the truth of the city was far different that its mythos,” Silhouette said. “Highwind may be a beacon of light compared to Vorsalos or Falcon Ridge, but that doesn’t mean it is free of corruption. With a few exceptions, most of the city’s institutions have been rotting for a very long time. The War of the Three Cities may have ushered in an era of peace, but arrogance and complacency have wrought just as much damage as any band or orcs or gnolls. And I fear it’s about to get worse.”
“It is,” Valuri said gravely. “That’s why we need to speak with your mistress. Is Telanya normally up at this hour?”
Silhouette turned and cocked an eyebrow. “Telanya?”
Valuri snorted and crossed her arms. “There’s no reason to play coy anymore. We already figured it out. The Headmistress has been waging her own private war against the Inquisitrix, often without her husband’s knowledge. What better way to do that than to build her own little underworld empire.”
“Telanya isn’t the Black Mistress,” I said. The girls both turned to stare at me like I had gone crazy. 
“What are you talking about?” Valuri asked. “We’ve been over this.”
“Yeah, and we were wrong,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Earlier, you said you didn’t understand how someone who had carved out her own underworld Empire could have been outmaneuvered by the Senosi so easily. Telanya trusted foreign mercenaries like the Falcon Guard, assuming gold alone would secure their loyalties. And worst of all, she didn’t secure her source of vatari at the source. Someone smart enough to build all of this wouldn’t make mistakes like that, but an arrogant, wealthy high elf who has never really gotten dirt on her hands might.”
Valuri shook her head. “But if it’s not Telanya, then who…?”
All three of us turned to look at Silhouette at the same time. The half-elf’s face remained completely impassive. 
“‘I wear whatever face needs to be seen,’” I whispered. “That’s what you said to me before we left. I feel like an idiot for not recognizing it earlier. All the illusions, all the deception…and of course, you’re actually a sorcerer. You have far more reason to need a refuge than a pampered woman like Telanya.”
Silhouette eyed me for several more seconds, and I started to wonder if I had just made another huge mistake. But then a knowing smile tugged at her lips, and she took a deep breath and stood up straight. Even though nothing about her physical appearance actually changed, the sudden shift in her body language was so pronounced I could have sworn I was looking at a completely different woman. 
“I had a feeling you were smarter than you looked, Jorem Farr,” the Black Mistress said. “And I know that you and I are going to accomplish great things together.”
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