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The Silver Sea stretched all the way to the
horizon, and the setting sun cast an eerie, crimson reflection on
its shimmering surface as if the sky itself were bleeding onto the
waves. A few minutes later, I watched a seagull soar listlessly
across the whitecaps before it spontaneously died and plummeted
beneath the surface.

The priestesses of the water goddess back in
Greygale would have almost certainly considered it a bad omen, but
I couldn’t imagine a more perfect metaphor for our situation. The
stupid bird had probably just wanted to come home, and nature’s
response had been to strike it dead in mid-flight. I anticipated a
similar greeting when we finally arrived at Nol Krovos.

“Be honest,” I said, taking another swig from
half-empty whiskey bottle in my hand. “When we used to talk about
fleeing Vorsalos and the Inquisitrix, did you ever imagine we’d be
responsible for handing Highwind over to another evil witch?”

Valuri sighed. “You’re pouting again. You
know I hate when you get like this.”

“I’m not pouting,” I insisted. “I’m
brooding.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Well, you see…one is very childish and
annoying. The other is very manly, and women go crazy for it.”

“Not this one,” Valuri muttered.

I took another swig and grimaced as the
liquor burned its way down my throat. “You never gave me an
answer.”

“Because it was a stupid question. We didn’t
hand the city over to Solemi, Jorem.”

“Are you sure?”

She sighed. “We made a deal with the only
person who was willing to help us. It was the right decision at the
time, and honestly we barely gave her anything in return.”

“Other than Telanya, you mean.”

“That blonde bitch would have ended up locked
in the Grey Citadel without us. Instead she has fighting chance to
make a deal and stay in the game.”

“And we left her to fend for herself,” I
said. “We bolted the instant things got tough.”

“We took our one and only chance to sail to
Nol Krovos and warn the amazons about Ayrael,” Valuri said. “You
and Red are the ones who wanted to do this—you’re the ones who
believe Zalheer’s story about the Fount of Velhari. This is more
important than Highwind politics.”

My lip curled. “Then why doesn’t it feel like
it?”

“Because you don’t handle your liquor as well
as you used to,” Valuri said, snatching the bottle from my
hand.

“I’m handling it just fine. I wanted to get
drunk, and now I am. What’s the problem?”

She groaned and grabbed my arm. “Come on,
let’s get you below decks. If you’re going to be this pathetic, I’d
rather you not do it in public.”

I grunted and cast one final longing glance
at the horizon. We had left Highwind over a week ago, though we’d
only been out a sea for a few days. I was still a little surprised
that Solemi’s contact in Greygale—a haggard captain named
Ferroc—had made good on his promise to sail us to Nol Krovos. I’d
half-expected he and his crew to try and shiv us the instant we
rolled into town…

Initially I had found the open sea peaceful,
but by the first night the guilty knot twisting in the pit of my
stomach had returned in full force. Val was right that we hadn’t
actually helped Solemi out all that much. Almost everything we had
attempted in Highwind had been a bust, from losing the vatari
crystal shipment to rescuing Zalheer. And it wasn’t as if we were
personally responsible for getting Highlord Kastrius killed or
Archmage Beloran imprisoned. If anything, we were more responsible
for keeping Ranger-General Serrane alive, and in theory she
might prove the most potent obstacle to Solemi’s attempted
coup.

None of those pesky facts helped assuage my
guilt in the slightest, however, and every time I closed my eyes I
saw the horrified look on Telanya’s face when she’d realized we had
essentially delivered her straight into the den of the lioness. I
couldn’t help but think about all the people who had been in our
position back when the Inquisitrix had risen to power in Vorsalos.
Had they made similar deals? Had they realized what they were doing
before it was too late?

“Jorem, we saved thousands of lives at
Icewatch,” Valuri said, grabbing my chin and tiling it down to face
her. “Without our help, there might not be a city left for anyone
to fight over. What else were we supposed to do?”

I sighed and dragged my fingers through my
hair. “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I suppose that’s part of the
problem.”

“Right now we need stay focused on what’s
really important. Red has been spending every day trying to open
that Dal’Rethi stone Zalheer gave her, and you’ve just been sitting
around moping. At the very least we could be locked in our quarters
fucking like crazy.”

I snorted and smiled despite myself. “You’ve
been feeding off Kaseya so much I haven’t felt needed.”

“I just thought you could use a break. Even
the deepest well needs to be replenished from time to time.”

“Yeah, well, right now all this replenishing
has left me with a horrible headache,” I grumbled. “I really need
to lie down.”

She helped me descend the steps to our shared
cabin on the lower decks. Kaseya wasn’t there, strangely; she must
have been fiddling with the Dal’Rethi training stone in one of the
cargo holds. I thought about using the bond ring to reach out to
her but decided I was way too drunk to help.

“On one hand, I really hope Red opens that
thing and learns the secret to taking down her sister and the
Inquisitrix,” Valuri said as she pushed me down onto the edge of
the bed. “On the other hand, I’m still not really comfortable with
the idea that she could help you find and exploit my
weaknesses.”

I snorted. “You really think I’d use my magic
to hurt you?”

“No, you’re too pathetic for that,” she said
dryly. “I just prefer to have the power to kick your ass whenever I
want.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

Valuri grinned as she leaned forward and gave
me a kiss. She bit me just enough to draw blood, and she smiled
devilishly as she rolled the liquid across her own lips.

“Personally, I’m looking forward to seeing
how the rest of the amazons compare to Red,” she said. “Imagine all
those armored skirts and long legs…”

“And all the big, scowling moshalim
they’ve been pledged to,” I said.

“Men with magic don’t scare me,” she said.
“Besides, if we’re there to tell them that their whole civilization
is built on a lie…well, who better to break them from their habits
than another woman? Give me a minute between their legs and I
guarantee they’ll forget all about their Maskari.”

I grinned. “There’s just one problem with
that: you haven’t been able to break your own addiction to
cock.”

“My one true weakness,” she lamented. “I’m
just lucky my dealer stays close by.”

She kissed me again, then slowly sank to her
knees in front of me. Her hands traced down my chest until they
finally settled on the bulge in my trousers. “You and Red met on a
ship like this. I had her tell me all about it the other day while
I was feeding on her.”

I smiled at the memory. I’d truly had no idea
what was waiting for me when that tall, gorgeous amazon had knelt
down next to me and begged me to heal her sword-sister…

“She described everything in vivid detail,”
Valuri said as her fingers expertly unfastened my belt buckle. “It
reminded me of the first time we met.”

“You mean when you stalked me across half the
city, pummeled me unconscious, and tied me up?”

“Mostly the next part.”

I gasped softly when she freed my cock, but
she didn’t touch it. She kept her lips close enough that I could
feel the warmth of her breath, and her fingers idly traced along
the edge of the shaft without actually making contact.

“I can’t imagine how hard you must have
gotten when you clamped that collar around her neck,” Valuri said,
her eyes glimmering as I swelled to life in front of her. “I bet
she could have made you spill without even touching you. That’s
what I would have done.”

I licked at my suddenly dry lips. “Believe
me, I know.”

“Let me guess, it went something like this:
‘I’m yours forever, Jorem,’” Valuri said, mimicking Kaseya’s voice
and accent. “‘Now watch as my perfect tits spill out of this
ridiculous breastplate…’”

“You may want to work on your
impression.”

“The voice isn’t the important part.”

She parted her lips and swallowed the tip of
my cock. While her tongue lathered the head, the fingers on her
left hand began slowly kneading my testicles. I closed my eyes and
moaned softly, fully aware that Kaseya would be sensing every lick,
nibble, and stroke. When I activated my bond ring, I could sense
her arousal as keenly as my own. I could feel her stumble down to
her knees and slide her fingers into her burning quim.

“I bet Red’s collar is driving her crazy
right about now,” Valuri said with a smirk as she ran her tongue
back and forth along the shaft. “She’s already soaked, isn’t
she?”

“Yeah,” I croaked.

“Then you should let her know I’m just
recreating your first time together.”

Digging her fingernails into the back of my
thighs, Valuri opened her mouth and swallowed me all the way to the
hilt just like Kaseya had done all those months ago when we had
first met. I moaned and got a firm hold of her black hair,
marveling as always at her apparent lack of a gag reflex. I knew
how much Val enjoyed tormenting Kaseya from a distance; she had
been gleefully exploiting our shared arousal ever since we had
rescued her. She had always been something of an exhibitionist
anyway—the number of times we had fucked in public back in Vorsalos
was staggering when I thought about it. But this was even more
intense. It was like some kind of bizarre psychic voyeurism, and it
made her so hot I knew for a fact that her panties were
drenched.

Valuri gasped when she finally came up for
air, and she continued stroking me so hard I almost erupted all
over her face right then and there. “Oh, Maskari,” she said
in her terrible Kaseya impression, “I promise to serve and love you
forever. Now please, fuck my tight little virgin cunt and make me
yours!”

I grabbed onto her shoulders and threw her up
onto the bed. She yelped in surprise when I grabbed onto her belt
and ripped her panties and trousers off in a single motion.

“Please, Maskari, fuck me with your
big cock,” she said, still smirking. “Show me what it means to be a
tall, gorgeous red-head with perfect tits and the body of a
goddess.”

I wedged myself between her legs and pressed
the tip of my swollen cock against her slit, but I didn’t thrust
inside even when she locked her ankles behind my back. Instead I
grinned and grabbed her wrists.

Don’t give her what she wants,
Kaseya’s voice said into my head.

You have something else in mind?

Do you remember our first time in the
forest?

“All too well,” I murmured.

Valuri frowned in confusion, but before she
could speak I flipped her over and braced my hand on the base of
her skull to hold her face against the pillow. After slapping her
ass several times with my free hand, I pushed her knees apart and
wedged the tip of my cock into her ass.

“What the hell are you—?”

I cut off her feeble protests by pushing her
face even harder into the pillow. She struggled in my grip, but she
hadn’t fed in some time. I had no trouble overpowering her.

She can take it, Kaseya said. Fuck
her, Jorem. Fuck her just like you fucked me.

I slapped Val’s ass again as I pushed my way
inside. Every time she struggled, I just held onto her harder. Her
pain quickly transformed into bliss, however, as her masochistic
Senosi impulses took over. She cried out in joy once I’d finally
buried myself all the way to the hilt.

I slammed into her again and again, lost in
the smoldering, vise-like grip of her bowels. I had to carefully
throttle back my movements; after several days at sea without the
warm sheathe of Kaseya’s cunt or Valuri’s throat, my cock was ready
to explode at any moment.

“Fuck,” I groaned, shifting both my hands to
the back of Val’s head to smother her even deeper into the pillow.
I wasn’t the first man who had taken her ass, but I knew that I
would be the last. She never allowed herself to be this vulnerable
with anyone else. I might not have been her Maskari, and she
might not have pledged herself to me.

But here in the bedroom, I was still the man.
And she was still my bitch in heat.

“Fuck,” I yelled, unable to hold back any
longer. I pumped her bowels full of my seed, and once my cock
finally stopped spurting I grabbed her hair and jerked her head
back. “Feed off of that!”

Val was too busy gasping for breath to
respond, and a moment later her eyes and tattoos began to glow. I
grinned and pushed her back into the pillow as I slowly pulled out,
marveling at the thick white strands hemorrhaging out of her. She
almost always looked like a whore when I finished with her, but
this was truly something else: freshly-fucked and out of breath,
her hair disheveled and her ass held high in the air.

Why had I let myself go three days without
this again?

I felt Kaseya’s own climax through our bond,
and I started planning all the ways I would fuck her senseless
later. Right after I took a little nap.

 


***

 


I was more or less sober when I finally
returned to the land of the living, though my headache had gotten
worse to compensate. I was also starving, which probably meant that
I’d been out for quite a while. I wouldn’t have been surprised if
it was already dark outside.

I lurched out bed with an embarrassingly
laborious groan, but before I could kneel down and retrieve my
trousers Kaseya appeared in the doorway.

“I unlocked the stone,” she declared. “You
need to see this, Jorem.”

I blinked in surprise. “You’ve been working
at that thing for days. What finally did the trick?”

“It is difficult to explain. You need to see
it for yourself.”

She stepped into the room and placed the
Dal’Rethi stone on the center of the table. It didn’t look any
different than before; it still glowed with a faint inner light,
and I could feel the currents of Aetheric energy thrumming inside
it. But then Kaseya closed her eyes and concentrated, and a moment
later a soft, otherworldly female voice filled the room.

“Ve lorae ce lyun.”

“The language sounds Elven,” I breathed,
stepping up behind her. “But I don’t recognize any of the
words.”

“It is an original Avetharri dialect,” Kaseya
said. “I doubt more than a handful modern elves can even speak
it.”

“Taas lyonah ce potaal.”

I bit down on my lip. “Well, that’s
unfortunate. I wonder if Zalheer understood it.”

“He might not have needed to.”

Kaseya touched the top of the crystal, and
the luminescent glow inside subtly shifted. I was about to ask what
she was doing when a small, illusory image of an elven man
materialized at the center of the table. He was clad in light
flexible golden armor, and he held a slender crystalline sword in
both hands. After a moment, he began whirling about in a series of
deliberate, fluid maneuvers that looked more like the moves to a
dance than any fencing technique I had ever seen.

“I recognize several of these forms,” Kaseya
said. “The basic foundations are common in many amazon fighting
styles.”

“I guess that shouldn’t be surprising,
considering the source,” I murmured. “Still, I was hoping for more
than a few old fencing lessons.”

“Just wait,” she said, touching my arm.

I frowned, skeptical, but continued watching
anyway. After demonstrating another few motions, the projection
abruptly shifted. This time the elven man was unarmed, at least
initially. But when he thrust out his right hand, a shimmering
blade of pure Aetheric energy abruptly sprouted from his palm. An
instant later he repeated the same technique with his other hand,
and soon he was whirling back in forth in another dizzying dance
that made me nauseous just thinking about it.

“You told me that the Dal’Rethi had a unique
ability to combine sword and sorcery,” Kaseya said. “I have never
seen anything like it.”

“No one alive today has,” I murmured. The
longer I watched the dance, the more I understood that the motions
were as much about fencing as they were about channeling. In
between parries and ripostes, the Blade Dancer would leap back and
unleash bursts of flame or lightning from his swords almost like
they were focusing his power.

“He eventually conjures a shield,” Kaseya
said. “It is even more concentrated than your spell armor. He seems
capable of deflecting anything.”

“It’s fascinating,” I said, “but I’m not sure
how useful it will be since we can’t understand a damn thing he’s
saying.”

“The longer I watch it, the more it makes
sense to me. It’s difficult to explain…” Kaseya sighed and shook
her head. “Zalheer must have given you the crystal for a
reason.”

“I’m sure he did, but—”

I cut myself off when I heard shouting from
the upper decks. I belatedly grabbed my clothes, wondering if we
had come under attack, but the voices sounded more surprised than
frantic. I had one leg in my trousers before Valuri appeared in the
doorway, her brow creased with concern.

“You’re going to want to see this,” she said
gravely.

We were topside less than a minute later, and
every single one of the crew members on the main deck was already
staring out into the distance. Despite the darkness, it was
immediately obvious why.

“Zor kalah,” Kaseya hissed. “We’re too
late.”

I swallowed heavily and braced myself against
the ropes. The billowing sails of dozens of Vorsalosian warships
were visible on the moonlit horizon, complete with the red-gold
banners I had seen day after day while growing up.

“Jensen counts fifty-two ships, give or
take,” the ship’s captain, a bearded, willowy man named Ferroc,
said from behind me. “Thankfully, they don’t seem to be in much of
a hurry.”

“I’m less worried about the ships than I am
about those bloody things,” Valuri said, pointing upwards.
“Look.”

The sky was mostly clear, but as the
moonlight filtered through the wispy, diaphanous clouds I caught
the occasional glimmer of movement. If not for our recent battle at
Icewatch, I might not have recognized what I was seeing so
quickly.

“Now we know where the Roskarim got their
wyverns,” I muttered.

Getting a precise count under these
conditions was impossible, but I spotted at least a dozen of the
dragon-like beasts circling over the water. From this distance,
their moon-cast shadows almost looked like sea monsters flitting
back and forth beneath the waves.

“But where in the bloody hell did they all
come from?” Valuri asked. “The breeders in the mountains only
produce a few a year!”

“I don’t know, but I hope the amazons are
better equipped to handle them than the soldiers at Icewatch.”

“The moshalim are more than a match
for a few flying beasts,” Kaseya said, a hint of wounded pride in
her voice. Despite everything we had learned from Zalheer, her
faith in her people’s prowess remained unshaken.

“Unless the Senosi break them first,” Valuri
replied. She hissed between her teeth and glanced over at Ferroc.
“We might want to tuck in the sails. If one of those things spots
us—”

“Without the sails, we’ll drift right into
that armada by morning,” Ferroc said. “I’ve half a mind to turn
around and head straight back to Greygale.”

“The Black Mistress won’t be happy about
that,” I warned him.

“The Black Mistress is two hundred miles
away, and those Vorsalosian galleons are right there,” Ferroc
countered.

He stared hard at me for a moment, and I
started to wonder if I might need to weave an enchantment spell on
him before he did anything stupid. But he eventually grunted and
crossed his arms over his chest.

“Those beasties must have spotted us by now,”
he said. “If they wanted to sink us, they would have already
attacked.”

Several of the nearby crewmen shot him a
surprised look. Apparently Ferroc wasn’t normally this brave. Had
coin changed his mind, or was he more afraid of the Black
Mistress’s wrath?

“You were right about the sails,” Valuri put
in. “We should stay on course and push as hard as we can. The
faster we get to Nol Krovos, the better.”

“We’ll put them behind us, don’t worry,”
Ferroc said. “I just hope her people are willing to protect
us.”

I glanced back over to Kaseya when I
belatedly realized that she hadn’t spoken for a while. She was
still gazing off at the fleet, her forehead creased in
concentration. I stepped up behind her and touched her
shoulder.

“What is it?”

“Ayrael,” she whispered. “She’s on one of
those ships.”

I grimaced. I couldn’t sense anything, of
course, at least not until I activated my bond ring and used her as
a conduit. It took a minute, but I clawed out through the Aether
until I could feel her sister’s strange, void-like aura.

“You’re certain it’s not another Senosi?”

“I am certain,” Kaseya said. “But there are
dozens of them as well.”

Valuri cocked an eyebrow. “Dozens?
There are only a few hundred Senosi in total, unless she’s spread
the gift around a hell of a lot more in the past few months.”

“Which seems unlikely, given the vatari
shortage,” I said.

“The Inquisitrix must have emptied Vorsalos.
She’s committed everything to this attack.”

“She knows about the Fount.”

Valuri hissed softly between her teeth. “And
here I was still holding out hope that the old man was wrong about
all of this. I guess not.”

“I wish he were still here to help us,”
Kaseya said. “No matter how much trouble it would have caused with
my people.”

“I have a feeling that by the time this is
over, they’re going to wish he was here too,” I said gravely,
watching the ominous shadows of the wyverns dance across the waves.
“One way or another, life on Nol Krovos is about to change.”
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We outpaced the Vorsalosian fleet easily
enough, and by dawn the wyverns and warships had completely
disappeared over the horizon. Captain Ferroc predicted that we
would reach Nol Krovos by the end of the day, so I returned below
decks and tried to get some more sleep. It wasn’t easy; my stomach
twisted into knots every time I thought about speaking with the
Matriarch. Kaseya insisted that her people would respect me—she had
chosen me as her Maskari, after all, and that alone would
make me “one of the tribe” whether I was an outsider or not. Plus,
her friend Hestiah would have already told them what happened, so
it wasn’t as though our relationship would be a surprise.

The problem was that we weren’t just visiting
the island for some kind of Maskari honeymoon—we were
planning on walking right up to the Matriarch and telling her that
she was full of shit. Even if she accepted the truth about the
Fount of Velhari and the imminent attack from Vorsalos, that didn’t
mean she would want to hear anything else Zalheer had told us. I
would have preferred to deal with one problem before the other, but
I wasn’t convinced that would be possible. When we brought up the
Fount the Matriarch would almost certainly ask us about the source
of our information, and the instant we mentioned Zalheer I imagined
a lot of swords being drawn and shields being readied…

I eventually buried the worst of my fears and
managed to catch a few more hours of sleep before I got up for
good. Valuri was still lying face down in the bed, her hair and
limbs spilled unceremoniously across the sheets. I smiled and
gently kissed her shoulder before I left to find Kaseya.

Through our bond, I tracked her down in the
cargo hold where I found her mimicking the techniques from the
Dal’Rethi stone. I watched in silence for a while, appreciating the
form and grace of her movements.

“You know, you should probably try and get
some sleep before we reach the island,” I said once she had
finished a set. “There’s still time.”

“Not enough,” Kaseya muttered, lowering her
blade and wiping the sheen of sweat from her brow. “The fleet will
not be far behind us. Even if Matriarch Lysara is willing to
listen, she won’t have much time to prepare the island’s
defenses.”

“Your people have their own ships, and you
said yourself that many of the moshalim possess the gift of
foresight. I bet they’ll have their defenses ready.”

“Perhaps, but they will not understand the
true scope of the danger my sister represents.” Her face hardened.
“I’m not certain they can.”

“They will after we explain it to them.
Hopefully.”

Kaseya sighed and closed her eyes. “What if
they refuse to heed our warnings about the Fount? What if they try
and turn us away…or worse?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we can only
do so much. If they don’t want to listen…”

Her cheek twitched. “I wish Zalheer were
still with us, if only to see the Matriarch’s face when she laid
her eyes on him again.”

“I’ve been thinking about this a lot over the
past few days,” I said. “We need to have a plan for how we’re going
to bring this up. We can’t just stroll off the boat and say ‘hey,
nice to meet you…by the way, everything you believe about sorcery
is bullshit.’”

Kaseya frowned. “I will not lie to my
people.”

“I’m not saying you should lie. I’m just
saying we need to pick and choose our battles carefully.” I nibbled
at my lip, wishing I had been smart enough to come up with a plan
for this conversation ahead of time, too. “Look, our first
priority is to defend the Fount. Everything else will have to wait
until we’ve held off the Vorsalosian fleet.”

“So you do want me to lie,” Kaseya murmured.
“You want me to hide my sorcery. You want me to conceal what we
know about how Matriarch Lysara treated Zalheer and Marcella all
those years ago.”

“I want to avoid spitting in the Matriarch’s
face on the eve of a battle,” I corrected. “We’re not going to have
a lot of time before Ayrael’s fleet shows up. Do you really want to
be arguing about the moshalim when those wyverns start
dropping soldiers on the island?”

“I am a warrior, Jorem. I am capable of
fighting more than one battle at a time.”

I blinked. “You can’t seriously think
that—”

“I will not allow Lysara’s lies to poison the
minds of any more young amazons,” Kaseya said flatly. “For all we
know, every single one of them can touch the Aether. They need to
understand their potential. They need to understand how they have
been betrayed by their own people!”

I opened my mouth to argue but promptly
decided against it. She wasn’t really quarreling with me; she was
just waging an internal war with herself out loud. It wasn’t
surprising. Her entire worldview had been smashed to pieces, and it
wasn’t like she’d had a lot of time to work through all the
implications.

Still, it was difficult to overstate the
stakes here. If we strode off the boat and started calling the
Matriarch a liar, Ayrael and her fleet would be the least of our
worries. We needed to be methodical about this if there was any
hope of defending the Fount. The social and political struggles of
one little island paled in comparison to the horror the Inquisitrix
could unleash upon the world.

“I do not see how we can tell them about the
Fount without mentioning Zalheer,” Kaseya said after a moment. “And
the instant we mention Zalheer, Lysara will dismiss our
concerns.”

“They don’t need to know where we got the
information,” I said. “It’s not like we have proof either way.
We’ll just need to find and show them the Fount in person.
Hopefully they’ll be able to draw the right conclusions on their
own.”

“What if the moshalim already know
about the Fount but don’t care?”

I pressed my tongue hard into my cheek. I had
considered that too, and the implications were…not good. “Perhaps
they simply don’t understand its full power,” I said. “We’ll just
have to explain it to them. Val will be there—she’ll be able to
demonstrate what the Senosi are capable of. Assuming they’re
willing to listen.”

Kaseya sighed. “When I left Nol Krovos, I
promised that I would not return without my sister. Some of the
other amazons will no doubt insist that I have already forfeited my
honor.”

“That’s…dumb,” I said, trying and
failing to come up with a less offensive description. Though in my
experience, warrior cultures deserved all the scorn they could get.
“We can explain that we fought Ayrael multiple times. We can
explain her new powers and how we have a way to defeat her.”

“I am not convinced that such details will
matter.”

“They’ll have to,” I said. “Otherwise this
whole trip will have been for nothing.”

Kaseya’s eyes lost their focus as they stared
at the Dal’Rethi stone. “Even if we are victorious and repel the
Inquisitrix, the consequences will be dire once they learn the
truth about my sorcery. I do not know if I will be able to shield
you from their wrath.”

“One imminent catastrophe at a time,
sweetheart,” I replied dryly. “I’m sure we’ll figure something out.
Maybe we can shout the truth at them from the safety of the ship.
If they get pissed, we’ll just pull up the anchor and cut our
losses.”

She arched a red eyebrow at me. “While there
are many things about you I admire, your sense of humor
remains…bizarre.”

“It’s an acquired taste,” I said. “Just ask
Val.”

Kaseya smirked and pinched my chin. “Speaking
of Valuri, did you enjoy your reenactment last night?”

“You know I did.”

“As much as the first time?”

I snorted. “That’s a trap question if I’ve
ever heard one.”

“Not at all. You are my Maskari,
Jorem. If you say yes, I’ll know that I need to continue improving
my craft.”

“That still sounds like a trap question to
me.”

Kaseya smiled and kissed me on the lips. “You
know that I love Valuri, too.”

“I would hope so, given how many times she’s
eaten you out these last few days.”

“She is my friend, my sister in battle, and
my lover. I am overjoyed when her body brings you pleasure.”

“Why do I sense a ‘but’ coming?” I
murmured.

Kaseya leaned in close enough that her knee
was rubbing against my crotch. “But you are my Maskari,” she
said. “Your safety is my responsibility. Your pleasure is my
purpose. When you are lonely, it is my embrace you should seek…and
when you are aroused, it is my body you should crave.”

I swallowed heavily. “Well, when you put it
that way…”

She leaned up on her tiptoes and kissed me.
Her tongue was as soft and smooth as ever, and thanks to our bond
she predicted my movements and desires with flawless precision. I
placed my hands on her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms,
planning to carry her back to our cabin where I could fuck her in
private. But the moment I started moving towards the door, she
pulled away and shook her head.

“Here,” she said. “Take me here.”

I swallowed. “The door is wide open. One of
the crew could—”

“Fuck me, Jorem,” she insisted, placing her
hands on my lips. “Fuck me right here.”

As usual, I didn’t need to be asked twice. I
hoisted her up onto the closest crate as she locked her ankles
behind my back. Her tongue plunged back into my mouth as her hands
worked at my belt. She freed from cock with practiced ease, and I
had never been happier for her decision to stop wearing a thong. It
took me less than five seconds to bury myself inside her, and five
seconds after that whimpered moans were echoing throughout the
bowels of the ship.

I slammed into her so hard the crate almost
broke. As much as I loved fucking her tight ass—as much I loved
fucking her sweet mouth and sweltering throat—at the end of the day
there was still nothing as satisfying as the hot, wet grip of her
perfect amazon cunt. The primal feeling of conquest, the natural,
inexorable desire to spill my life’s essence inside her…

“Inside me!” she begged as she chewed at my
ear. “I want every drop inside me!”

“Shit!” I blurted out.

As my cock erupted, I had to clamp my hand
over her mouth to keep the entire Silver Sea from hearing her
orgasm. I didn’t have a problem with Ferroc and his men knowing how
often I fucked my companions, but I didn’t want him to throw us
overboard out of jealousy or spite, either.

“Maskari…” Kaseya breathed as she came
down. I slowly withdrew, my legs already wobbling from exertion. I
leaned forward enough to kiss her again, but when I pulled away I
could actually feel her strength waning.

“I said you needed to get some sleep,” I
teased.

She smiled faintly, tiredly, as if she were
the most content woman in the world. I hoisted her back up into my
arms and carried her to the cabin for real this time, and she was
asleep even before I had a chance to lay her head down on the
pillow.

“And you always say I’m the one who
needs to be drained before bed,” I replied, patting her cheek.
Valuri still hadn’t moved either—she was every bit as sprawled out
as before. I watched them sleep for several minutes, still
wondering what I had possibly done to deserve the affection of two
beautiful women. Perhaps the horrors of the battle at Icewatch had
been my penance…or perhaps the coming battle for Nol Krovos would
be even worse.

You really are a cynic. Why can’t you just
sit back and relax for once?

Sighing, I closed the cabin door and returned
to the half-empty cargo hold where Kaseya had been practicing. The
Dal’Rethi stone was still sitting there atop the crates, though
apparently it had deactivated itself during our little
interlude.

“At least you aren’t a peeping mystery
stone,” I muttered. “The sad thing is…I bet someone somewhere has
made a device like that. Or maybe you didn’t have creepers back in
your day.”

I snorted and reached out to retrieve it, but
the instant before my fingers touched the stone the engravings
began glowing again.

“Ile istimae dagora vassen illen
Mas’Kari.”

I froze in place as the disembodied female
voice echoed throughout the hold. “What did you say?”

The stone remained silent. I stood there for
several long seconds, wondering if my mind was playing tricks on
me. I wasn’t drunk, I wasn’t tired…had I heard what I thought I’d
heard?

“If you can understand me,” I whispered, “I
really need you to repeat what you just said.”

“Ile istimae dagora vassen illen
Mas’Kari. Maa ar’ istima.”

“Maskari,” I whispered. “Well, I’ll be
damned…”

The stone abruptly reopened and projected a
new translucent image. The lone elven instructor was replaced by
two different swordsmen, one male and one female. They fought
back-to-back, their motions perfectly synchronized as if they were
separate parts of a greater whole. When one stopped to unleash a
gout of flame or stroke of lightning, the other assumed a defensive
position. And when one lunged forward to strike with his or her
sword, the other whirled around to flank their opponent.

The image repeated itself over and over, and
the longer I watched the more everything made sense. The spells,
the movements, even the fencing techniques…it didn’t seem possible.
I barely knew how to properly cut beef with a knife, let alone
swing a sword. Yet if there had been one lying nearby, I was
reasonably confident that I could pick it up and mimic each and
every one of these moves…

“Damn,” I said, turning away and wiping at my
eyes. This thing was downright mesmerizing, perhaps literally. I
couldn’t sense any enchantment magic, but that didn’t necessarily
mean anything. This stone was easily the most advanced example of
Aetheric artifice I had ever seen. It made all the baubles and
trinkets in Archmage Beloran’s mansion look like apprentice-level
craftsmanship by comparison. Perhaps it could inject
knowledge straight into my head. If so, the possibilities were
endless.

“While you’re at it, you might as well teach
me how to cook, too,” I said. “What do you think?”

The image repeated itself again, but the
stone remained silent.

“Figures,” I murmured. “I suppose even
Avetharri artifacts have their limits.”

“Mas’Kari.”

I winced. It almost sounded like the damn
thing was scolding me. Maybe there was an ancient elven grandmother
trapped inside. I could imagine her ghostly finger wagging at
me.

“You want me to watch? Fine, I’ll watch.” I
crossed my arms and let out a deep breath. “Just remember that
we’re all counting on you to show us the secret to stopping the
Inquisitrix. You’d better not disappoint us.”

I watched the image again and again until my
eyes started to glaze over. Even the most graceful dance in the
world couldn’t hold my attention forever. Sighing, I stood and
reached out for the stone—

And then, for seemingly no reason at all,
everything changed.

My eyes fluttered wildly, and when they
refocused I was no longer sitting on top of a wooden crate in the
cargo hold—I was standing on the beach of a horizon-spanning
tropical island.

“What the hell?”

I twisted around, trying to discern whether I
had fallen asleep or been sucked into another dreamscape. The sun
felt warm enough on my skin, and when I leaned down and grabbed a
handful of sand it strained through my fingers just like normal.
Everything here felt as real as when Zalheer had shown me a vision
in the frozen mountains. But who was responsible for this little
jaunt?

“Kaseya?” I called out. Strangely enough I
couldn’t sense her at all, not even when I touched my bond ring. My
consciousness must have been drifting. Was this all coming from the
Dal’Rethi stone? There didn’t seem to be any other obvious
explanation…

Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to
concentrate and catch my bearings. As gorgeous as this beach was, I
didn’t see much of a point in aimlessly wandering around on
illusory sand. Fortunately, I didn’t have to—once I stretched out
with my senses, I felt an irresistible pull in the Aether, almost
like I was being tugged along by an invisible leash.

I followed its call, and a few moments later
I arrived at a wide cave mouth farther up on the shore. I could
feel the power stirring inside, but my eyes were drawn to the
bodies littering the entrance. Their features were shrouded in
shadows, but the red leather armor and broken spears marked them as
amazon warriors.

“Is this supposed to be the future?” I asked.
As always, there was no response.

Gritting my teeth, I turned back to the mouth
of the cave and stepped inside. This was exactly the same place
Kaseya and I had seen not long ago. The luminescent rocks, the
shimmering water, the buzz of energy prickling the tiny hairs on my
neck…

The Fount of Velhari.

In the ancient past, this Fount had merely
been one many nexus points of Aetheric power connecting the vast
reaches of the Avetharri Empire before the Dragon War had burned it
all down. But none of that explained why the stone had brought
me here.

I continued walking through the narrow
passages, and I made a concerted effort to commit as much of the
terrain as possible to memory. It wasn’t easy; the glowing crystals
looked almost identical to one another. But I pressed on
regardless, and I eventually reached the cavern Kaseya had shown me
before. The wide, spacious chamber resembled a crystalline forest,
and the shallow pool of liquid on the ground was practically
humming with power.

This time, however, I was not alone. I
spotted two shadowy figures at the center of the chamber, both
female. Their features were shrouded in shadow just like the bodies
outside, but one of the women was shackled to the largest
crystalline “tree” at the center of the pool. The other woman—a
tall, sleek, armored figure—loomed nearby. Energy crackled in her
palm.

“Ayrael,” I said.

The figure turned to look at me. I stepped
forward, my hands clutched at my sides as I struggled to pierce the
shadowy veil. But just before her features came into view, she
unleashed a blast of energy at the crystals. The room shuddered,
the ground quaked, and I glanced up just in time to see a jagged
chunk of stone plummeting towards my head—

And then I was back on the ship standing in
front of the Dal’Rethi crystal.

“Okay,” I whispered, glancing about to make
certain I had returned to the real world. “What the hell was the
point of that?”

“As the Betrayer falls, the Daughter
rises. Her rage is the harbinger of ruin, and her wrath shall usher
in a new age of despair.”

My eyes narrowed at the stone. The voice had
been the same as before, and it had spoken in the same strange
elven dialect. But this time, for seemingly no reason at all, I
understood every word.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked.

The stone did not reply.

 


***

 


I was sitting in the chair at the end of the
bed, my eyes fixated on the Dal’Rethi stone, when the girls finally
stirred back into consciousness. Valuri moved first. After groaning
like a long-dead mummy, she favored me with a weary,
what-the-hell-are-you-doing look.

“There’s something unsettling about a
sorcerer staring vacantly into a relic filled with ancient
knowledge,” she murmured. “If you tell me that thing is whispering
dark secrets into your mind, I will shoot you.”

“Do weird visions count as dark secrets?”

“Absolutely.” She pursed her lips. “I was
just being sarcastic, but if you’re serious…well, you had better
hand me my crossbow.”

She leaned up, and the movement jostled
Kaseya enough that her eyes fluttered open as well. This was
probably the first time on our whole trip that either of them had
woken up without the other one licking their quim.

“The stone,” Kaseya murmured. “Is something
wrong?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “When I went to pick
it up a few hours ago, I was sucked into another dreamscape.

She abruptly leaned up. “What did you
see?”

“I was in the Fount of Velhari,” I said,
taking a deep breath to try and collect my thoughts. “It was just
like Zalheer showed us. The glowing crystals, the currents of
energy…but this time, there were bodies everywhere.”

“Of course there were,” Valuri grumbled. “Why
would you ever have a vision of something happy?”

“Did you recognize anyone?” Kaseya asked.

“No, but they were obviously your people.
Amazons, moshalim…they had all been cut down.” I paused and
swallowed. “And then I saw your sister standing in the shadows, her
hands glowing with Aetheric power. Before I could reach her, she
unleashed some kind of spell…and everything crumbled around
me.”

Val flopped back onto her pillow. “Wonderful.
So now even this bloody stone thinks we’re going to fail.”

“Portents aren’t always prophecy,” I said.
“And prophecies aren’t always right. I think the stone was trying
to warn me. It kept repeating Avetharri words I didn’t recognize,
but then suddenly they all made sense. ‘As the Betrayer falls, the
Daughter rises. Her rage is the harbinger of ruin, and her wrath
shall usher in a new age of despair.’” I sighed and shook my head.
“I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean.”

“It seems pretty clear to me,” Valuri said.
“The amazons call Ayrael the Betrayer, and Kaseya here is the
Daughter of Destiny. So congratulations, Red: apparently you’re
going to kill your sister then go mad with power.”

I shot her a glare. “This is serious.”

“I know, I’m being serious. How else
would you interpret it?”

I opened my mouth but didn’t respond. I
didn’t have another interpretation. I just really wished that I
did.

“You believe it was a warning rather than
prophecy,” Kaseya whispered.

“It certainly felt that way, but what do I
know?” I muttered. “I almost hurled the damn thing into the ocean
right then and there.”

“We could always just turn around,” Val
suggested. “There’s an old Vorsalosian saying I’ve always been
rather fond of: ‘fuck fate. Fuck it right in the face.’”

I glared at her again. “That’s not a
saying.”

“No, but I’ve adopted it as my personal
slogan anyway,” she muttered. “Look, all I’m saying is that you
shouldn’t worry so much about a glorified magic pebble. So-called
prophets are wrong all the time, and the Avetharri couldn’t have
been that smart.”

“What makes you say that?”

“They’re pretty much all dead, aren’t they?
The only survivors live on as chattel in Varellon. I bet they
didn’t see that coming.”

I rolled my eyes and rubbed my hand across
the impressive stubble on my chin. “I’m not saying we should panic.
I’m not saying we should do anything. But it seemed worth
mentioning.”

“Her rage is the harbinger of ruin,” Kaseya
echoed. “I have been growing angrier and angrier ever since we
learned the truth about the Fount from Zalheer. I have spent many
hours pondering how to confront the Matriarch.”

“Perhaps this is another reason to pick and
choose our battles,” I said. “Or maybe it’s bullshit. Who
knows?”

I wasn’t even certain that Kaseya had heard
me. Her eyes flicked back and forth in thought, and I could feel
her internal struggle through my bond-ring. I probably should have
ended the conversation right then and there, but there was one last
thing I needed to tell them…

“The voice in the crystal said something
else,” I murmured. “Before it showed me the vision, it kept
repeating a single word: Mas’Kari.”

“That’s…unsettling,” Valuri murmured.

“It kept showing me a projection of two
people fighting—a man and woman, back to back. The implications are
interesting, to say the least.”

Kaseya leaned up and frowned at the stone.
“Did it demonstrate any techniques?”

“Some, but I was honestly more interested in
the terminology.” I pursed my lips. “I’ve picked up a few of your
words by now. Kari Vataya—Red Sisterhood.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“So the Kari means ‘Red.’ But
Maskari means ‘bond-mate.’”

“The terms are more complicated,” Kaseya
said. “We call ourselves ‘Red Sisters’ to mainlanders because it is
easier for them to understand. There is no literal translation.”
She frowned and ran a hand back through her bed-tousled hair.
“Perhaps ‘unified sisters’ is closer to the true meaning.”

“What about the Mas part?”

“It is not a word by itself.”

Valuri grunted. “Is there a point in this
linguistics lesson?”

“Only that most modern languages and cultures
are derived from Avetharri traditions, especially in this part of
the world,” I said. “The elves were using the same term, but for
them it meant something completely different. In the image, the man
and woman were both sorcerers, and they were fighting together as
one. It just seems like yet another thing that has been
reinterpreted over the years.”

“We can add it to the list of ways to
antagonize the Matriarch,” Valuri muttered.

Kaseya leaned against the headboard and
swallowed. “Ever since we met Zalheer, I have been eager to return
home. But now…” She glanced up at me, her eyes glossy with tears.
“I fear what we will discover almost as much as I fear how we will
be received.”

“Yeah,” I whispered, glancing back over my
shoulder at the stone. “I know exactly what you mean.”
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The three of us were wide awake on the main
deck when we finally approached Nol Krovos. Several dozen warships
encircled the island, suggesting that the amazons did indeed know
about the encroaching Vorsalosian fleet. Unfortunately, those same
ships didn’t seem particularly interested in allowing us to land.
When the lead ship fired a volley of flaming arrows into the water
next to us as a warning, I grew concerned that Ferroc might turn us
around altogether. But the crew mostly kept their cool, and we all
watched with bated breath as one of the other ships approached. The
ballista mounted on their foredeck could have sunk our measly
transport in a single shot, to say nothing of the moshalim
they undoubtedly had aboard as well.

Captain Ferroc attempted to flag the other
ship’s down and profess his benevolent intentions, but once we
could actually see the amazon warriors aboard it was clear they had
no interest in speaking with an outsider, even one who had made the
trip before. Without Kaseya, we almost certainly would have found
ourselves rotting at the bottom of the sea.

But with her, mercifully, the amazons
were more than willing to talk. They were beyond ecstatic at the
return of the “Daughter of Destiny,” and she only had to
speak with them for a few minutes before they happily agreed to
escort us to the shore. I belatedly regretted that I hadn’t spent
more time trying to learn their language. Hopefully Kaseya’s
mastery of the regional trade language was the rule rather than the
exception…

We boarded a dinghy after we reached shallow
water and rowed the rest of the way to shore. A large, impressive
envoy was waiting for us, including several dozen amazon warriors
armed with gleaming bows, spears, and shields. None of the women
looked anywhere near old enough to be the Matriarch, but one did
look familiar.

“Hestiah!” Kaseya said when we drew close,
her lips curling into a wide smile. “She stands with her new
Maskari.”

“At least someone here owes us a favor,” I
murmured. The man standing next to Hestiah was so tall and muscular
I felt emasculated from a hundred yards away. He was showing more
skin than the women—his moshalim robe was little more than a
hardened leather war skirt and a matching baldric. For the first
time in my life, I was incredibly overdressed.

“I’m going to love it here,” Valuri said,
sliding up next to me in the dinghy. “How many of these amazons are
bound already?”

“Only half are wearing collars,” Kaseya
said.

Val licked at her lips. “And not all of the
men are wearing rings, either. I assume that means they are
unbound?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t encourage her,” I warned. “If the
Fount really is responsible for making all of your people
sorcerers, the latent energy hanging in the air is going to make
her delirious.”

“I can already feel it.” Val closed her eyes
and took a deep breath. “This place really is paradise.”

I sighed. “Just try not to violate any major
cultural taboos until we’ve been here for at least a few hours,
okay?”

“No promises.”

We eventually rowed up to the shore, and a
few of the amazons rushed forward to help us drag the dinghy onto
the rocks. I drew in a final deep breath, bracing myself for any of
the thousand potential ways this could go horribly wrong. Life in
Vorsalos had taught me the importance of always having an exit
strategy, but fleeing simply wasn’t going to be an option here. We
were locked onto this island; if everything fell apart, there was
nowhere left for us to run.

At least you’ll die doing what you love:
being chased around by heavily-armed, sexy women who can beat the
living hell out of you.

“The Vaer Tal’Shira returns,” Hestiah
said when we approached. Her accent was a bit thicker than
Kaseya’s, but her words were perfectly understandable. “And with
her Maskari, no less.”

“It’s nice to see you again,” I replied for
lack of anything better to say.

She smiled and approached so close it took
all of my willpower not to glance down at her impressive cleavage.
“I owe you my life,” she said, placing her hands on either side of
my head.

“It’s, uh, it’s really not a big deal,” I
managed. She was considerably more attractive than I remembered
from the boat, probably because she had been on the verge of death
at the time. Her red hair was a shade or two lighter than Kaseya’s,
and her light brown eyes stood out as remarkably unique compared to
all the fair-haired, blue- and green-eyed women around her.

“Moshalim should be proud of their
power, and yours is greater than most,” she said, smiling. I felt
like she was undressing me with her eyes, which was strange for a
whole host of reasons—not the least of which was that her own
Maskari was standing right next to her. But she eventually
removed her hands and turned to face Valuri instead.

“Before you ask, yes, I’m a Senosi,” Val
said. “But you don’t—”

“We know exactly what you are,” Hestiah said,
her smile fading. “The moshalim foretold your arrival weeks
ago.

I arched my eyebrows in surprise. “You knew
we were coming?”

“The Aether whispers the truth into our
ears,” Hestiah’s Maskari interjected. “The past, the future,
the present…all are echoes within its infinite currents.”

“I…see,” I murmured, resisting the urge to
make a snide comment. Valuri, naturally, didn’t have the same
discipline.

“Do you also know about the fleet that’s
about to burn this place to the ground?” she asked, gesturing
behind us to the horizon. “Because it doesn’t look like you’ve done
much to fortify your position.”

“What she means is that we’re not here for a
social visit,” I said, tossing her an annoyed glare. “Kaseya wanted
to warn you about—”

“We know,” Hestiah said, waving her hand
dismissively. “The Betrayer leads foreigners to our shores in the
hopes of destroying us. She will fail. With the true Vaer
Tal’Shira and her Maskari back at our side, our victory
is assured.”

My lips parted, but I couldn’t summon the
will to actually speak. If I had been talking to anyone else, I
would have assumed they were toying with me. But I had a sneaking
suspicion that Kaseya’s literalism was the norm here on the Nol
Krovis.

“You must all be weary from your long
journey,” Hestiah said, turning back to Kaseya and taking her
friend’s hand. “We have much to discuss, but we should sit and
enjoy ourselves first. We have prepared a feast in honor of your
return.”

Kaseya blinked in confusion. “A feast?”

“Yes. You’ve had to endure mainlander cuisine
for far too long.”

“Far be it for me to turn down a free meal,
but…” I licked at my lips and pointed my thumb over my shoulder.
“Those ships will be here soon.”

“But not tonight,” Hestiah assured me. She
looked vaguely amused, like a mother speaking to a small child.
“Fear not, moshalim: Nol Krovos has weathered a thousand
years of storms and fury. The Betrayer will meet her end on our
shores like so many others before her.”

“I feel better already,” I murmured.

“As you should. The Vaer Tal’Shira’s
moshalim should not be burdened by doubt.”

Kaseya swept her head back and forth across
the gathered warriors. “Where is Matriarch Lysara?”

“She is organizing the defenses on Nol
Pratos,” Hestiah said. “She and the Mosh’Dalar shall return
tomorrow.”

Valuri crossed her arms. “Let me get this
straight: you foresaw us coming, you know you’re about to be
attacked by the entire Vorsalosian fleet…and your leader isn’t even
here?”

“Pash kolar’etan,” the sorcerer behind
her said. “Molth koladu!”

“It’s all right, Maskari,” Hestiah
soothed. “Everything will be clear in time, I promise. Please, my
friends: just relax and follow me.”

 


***

 


Few mainlanders had ever visited Nol Krovos
and returned to speak about their journeys. Even men who ran
regular shipments of supplies like Captain Ferroc almost never set
foot on the actual island. However, those that did inevitably
described the amazons’ mysterious home as the most beautiful place
they have ever seen.

It took me all of thirty seconds to agree
with them.

I had never seen such a vibrant diaspora of
colors that didn’t clash, from lush greens to brilliant golds and
all hues in between. Everything here, from the smallest shrub to
the largest building, seemed to have been crafted and placed with
tremendous care. Even the smells were heavenly. Kaseya and Hestiah
had probably almost choked to death when they first stepped onto
the reeking docks of Vorsalos.

“I have never been this creeped out by warm
hospitality in my entire life,” I muttered to Valuri as we ascended
a pair of pristine marble steps that looked like they were immune
to dirt. “Why do I feel like someone is going to jump out of a bush
and stab us at any moment?”

“You’re a pessimist by nature,” she
replied.

“So you feel the same way, then.”

“Obviously.”

I flashed her a knowing smirk. I could tell
that she was on edge, though only part of that due to her nagging
suspicions. The latent Aetheric energy in the air was growing
stronger and stronger the closer we got to the heart of the city,
and I was fully expecting Val’s eyes and tats to start glowing at
any second. Hopefully the natives wouldn’t overreact. So far the
amazons were all smiles when they looked upon Kaseya and all scowls
when they turned to Valuri.

Still, the fact they hadn’t thrown any of us
in the dungeon yet was promising. And perhaps it would be easier to
broach sensitive topics with Hestiah rather than the Matriarch. If
not, this was going to be a long, awkward meal.

“You have no idea how delighted I was when
the Mosh’Dalar foretold your coming,” Hestiah said as we walked.
“The more time passed without hearing from you, the more worried I
became.”

“This ‘Mosh’Dalar’—I assume he is the
Matriarch’s bond mate?” I asked.

“Yes. I apologize, but I do not know a proper
mainlander translation.”

“It is a title, like ‘Archmage’ or perhaps
‘Sorcerer-King,’” Kaseya said. “How long ago did he make his
proclamation?”

“Several weeks,” Hestiah said. “His vision
was quite clear: the Daughter of Destiny would return to save Nol
Krovos from the lies of the Betrayer.”

“No pressure, Red,” Valuri muttered.

“You said you were worried about me,” Kaseya
went on, ignoring the comment. “Was that because I had bonded
myself to a mainlander?”

“No,” Hestiah replied with a smirk. “I was
concerned that no matter what else happened, you would return to
Vorsalos without me and attempt to apprehend your sister.”

“And you feared I wasn’t up to the
challenge.”

“I feared that her allies had taught her new
abilities.” Hestiah pursed her lips and glanced over at Valuri.
“The moshalim have difficulty scrying upon these ‘Senosi.’
They have not been able to locate the Betrayer, not even when I
told them were to look.”

“Ayrael is the Hand of the Inquisitrix,”
Valuri said. “She underwent the same vatari ritual as the rest of
us. She’s virtually immune to magic—including scrying.”

“Then it is as we feared,” Hestiah murmured.
“Even now, the Mosh’Dalar cannot sense the Betrayer’s presence in
the oncoming fleet. But he is convinced she will lead the attack
upon our shores herself. Her rage will be her undoing.”

I shared a quick glance with Kaseya. Even
without our bond, I would have been able to sense her hesitation.
She wanted to explain to Hestiah that she could sense
Ayrael’s presence…but doing so would reveal her sorcerous powers
and trigger the exact conversation I wanted to avoid until this
battle was over.

A few minutes later, we arrived at an
enormous, pyramid-shaped building that seemed like some kind of
festival hall. Strangely, there were no walls or fences; the
structure was nearly undefended aside from a few spear-wielding
guards. The townspeople walked freely about the grounds as if it
were any other building in town. I had never seen anything
so…open.

I probably shouldn’t have been surprised,
given the general layout of the city. While Vorsalos and Highwind
were broken into numerous districts separated by purpose and often
social class, Nol Krovos was a single flowing community. I couldn’t
even tell if they such a thing as “rich” and “poor.” It certainly
didn’t seem like it.

I thought about consulting with Valuri, but
one look at her face confirmed that she was struggling to keep her
hunger in check. At this rate, there was no way we’d be able to
make it through dinner before she adopted her Senosi visage.

My own hunger flared up as well, though it
had nothing to do with magic and everything to do with the sweet
scent of bread and meat wafting on the breeze. I was practically
drooling by the time we entered the festival hall.

“I hope you find something to your liking,”
Hestiah said, gesturing towards the head of the table. “Please,
have a seat.”

When all was said and done, about a dozen
people joined us at the table. Hestiah and her Maskari—named
Jarec, we were belatedly informed—sat next to us at the end almost
like a prince and princess at a wedding feast. I had about a
million questions I wanted to ask about proper customs and
protocol, but I couldn’t resist the urge to stuff my face instead.
Growing up on a coastal city I had practically lived on fish, but
nothing on the Vorsalosian docks compared to this.

“Shalassa’s sweet lips,” I stammered between
bites. “Did you eat like this every day as a kid?”

“Not quite this lavishly,” Kaseya replied
with a grin. “But more or less, yes.”

I shook my head in disbelief as another bite
of spiced halibut dissolved on my tongue. With food like this
delicious and this bountiful, I didn’t understand how everyone here
stayed so bloody trim. I would probably gain fifty pounds in the
first year.

“Your friend does not seem to agree,” Hestiah
said, gesturing towards Valuri with her glass.

“It’s not the food,” the Huntress replied,
clenching her jaw. “It’s just…”

I placed my hand on her arm. “We might as
well get this over with,” I soothed. “You’re not going to be able
to hold out forever.”

“Fuck,” she hissed, squeezing my hand. A
moment later the tattoos below her neck flared to life. There was
an audible gasp at the table, punctuated by stifled shrieks when
her green irises began blazing like tiny demonic gemstones.

“The Senosi feed on magic,” I explained,
keeping my voice as calm as possible. “This island is teeming with
latent power. There’s nothing she can do.”

“Zor kalah,” Hestiah breathed.

“She won’t harm anything,” Kaseya soothed.
“I’m sure you told the others what we witnessed in Vorsalos.”

“Yes,” Hestiah whispered. “To think that your
sister would willingly desecrate her body in such a way…”

“The Senosi will have great power if they
manage to reach the shore,” I said. “They’ll be stronger and faster
than any human.”

I stroked my hand through Val’s hair. She
looked about as delirious as if I had just spilled all over her
face and tits. Hopefully she would be able to stop after she had
her fill.

Jarec leaned over to Hestiah and said
something I couldn’t translate. He did not look amused.

“Valuri is our ally and friend,” Kaseya said
firmly. “I consider her my sister-in-arms.”

Hestiah nodded slowly and raised a hand at
her Maskari. “Then that is all I need to hear.”

Jarec looked horrified, but he remained
silent. Everyone else at the table watched intently as Val
eventually blinked and slumped forward.

“Sorry,” she said, panting. “If anything, you
should take it as a compliment. This place is…magical.”

I grunted and patted her on the back. “This
is one of the reasons we’re so concerned,” I said. “Your
moshalim will not be able to stop the other Huntresses, and
with this kind of power they’ll make short work of your warriors,
too.”

“The gods will protect us, just as they
always have,” Jarec insisted. “You should not speak of that which
you clearly do not understand.”

I hesitated, unsure of how to respond. Aside
from his strange hostility, he was also more difficult to
understand than the others. Since the moshalim almost never
left the island, I could only assume they had little need to learn
mainlander languages.

“You will treat my Maskari with the
respect he deserves,” Kaseya insisted. “He is moshalim.”

“He is a mainlander,” Jarec said, shifting
his annoyed glare at Valuri. “And he is tainted by the
Fas’Tarah!”

“Why do I get the feeling that’s not a term
of endearment?” the Huntress muttered.

“It means ‘eater of magic,’” Hestiah said.
“And it is inappropriate. The Daughter of Destiny says that this
woman is a friend, and she has chosen this man as her
Maskari. That is more than enough to earn both of them our
respect.”

Jarec seethed quietly in place. This was
closer to the reception I had actually expected, and I had a
feeling we would be in for more of the same when the Matriarch and
the Mosh’Dalar arrived tomorrow. Hopefully I was mistaken.

I continued nibbling at my meal, unwilling to
allow the awkward silence to ruin my appetite. This fish was far
too good to waste. The drinks were amazing, too—who knew that fruit
could make alcohol taste even better?—and after we finished the
final course Hestiah invited us to peer down upon the city from the
elevated balcony on the southern side of the palace. Her
Maskari did not join us.

“You can see that we are not as defenseless
as we may appear,” Hestiah said, gesturing with her drink. “These
Senosi will find it difficult to breach our fortifications.”

I nodded idly as my eyes swept back across
the wall surrounding the city. I wasn’t sure I had ever seen so
many siege weapons in my life. Ballista, catapults, trebuchets…they
were all clearly designed to fire upon encroaching ships if
necessary. There was enough room on the battlements for thousands
of archers as well, though at the moment I didn’t see more than a
hundred or so.

“Impressive,” I said, and meant it. “But what
about the rest of the island? The middle part there doesn’t look
nearly as well protected.”

Hestiah’s face twitched, and I feared I had
accidentally stumbled over a trap. “That is Nol Pratos. The
Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar are organizing their defenses
as we speak.”

I frowned. Nol Krovos was essentially shaped
up like an upside down “U” with a smaller, circular island tucked
in between its long “arms.” From this height, we could actually see
far enough to make out some of the buildings…and they did not
appear nearly as immaculate as this festival hall.

“They don’t seem to have a wall,” Valuri
commented, “or much in the way of towers, for that matter.”

“They do not require fortifications,” Hestiah
said. “We shall protect the Fas’Gor, as always.”

I frowned and leaned against the balcony.
“Let me guess, that stands for magic…something?”

“Those without magic…the Unblooded,” Kaseya
said, her voice strained. “The males are born without sorcery, and
the females are unable or unwilling to join the Red
Sisterhood.”

“I see,” I murmured. In other words, it was
the home of men and women who couldn’t channel the
Aether—assuming our theory about the amazons all being sorcerers
was true.

“So paradise has a slum after all,” Valuri
said. “You just gave it a fancy name instead.”

I winced. Of all the times for her to
abandon tact…

“Nol Pratos is not a ‘slum,’” Hestiah
insisted. “I have been to your city. I have seen your people living
in filth and squalor.”

Valuri shrugged. “I’m just saying, even from
here it’s obvious that place isn’t nearly as shiny. There’s
probably a reason for that.”

“The Unblooded possess everything they
require,” Hestiah said. “They have food, they have shelter, and if
they are fortunate enough, the gods will bless their children with
the power to join us here on Nol Krovos.”

There were about a hundred things I wanted to
say, but somehow I managed to keep my mouth shut. Hestiah probably
wouldn’t know the answer to the truly important questions anyway.
Did anyone here realize the Fount was responsible for their
sorcery? Did anyone know that the females possessed the gift as
well as the males?

“Well, in any event they’re probably the
lucky ones,” Valuri said. “Ayrael will be focusing all of her
attention here on Nol Krovos.”

“Perhaps,” Hestiah murmured.

Kaseya eyed her friend curiously for a long
moment. “Something is wrong,” she whispered. “Something you are not
telling us.”

“There’s no point in lying,” Valuri said. “If
Red here has taught me anything, it’s that your people aren’t very
good at it.”

Hestiah glared at the Senosi for a moment,
then shooed several nearby onlookers away so we had some privacy on
the balcony. “A moshalim and his amazon were killed on Nol
Pratos this week,” she said gravely. “They were not the first.”

“That’s…not good,” I managed, a sudden
tightness clutching at my throat. “I get the feeling that murders
aren’t very common around here.”

“They were not murdered,” Hestiah said. “They
were assassinated.”

I blinked in surprise. “Assassinated? By
whom?”

“Senosi,” Valuri reasoned, her eyes narrowing
at the distant island. “They were killed by Senosi, weren’t
they?”

“We cannot be certain,” Hestiah said, “but
they were killed by the small arrows fired by your weapons.”

“Well, considering I haven’t seen a single
other crossbow since we landed, I’d say that’s a pretty good
lead.”

“How is this possible?” Kaseya breathed. “How
could the Senosi have reached Nol Pratos without the
moshalim’s knowledge?”

“Is it really that surprising?” I asked.
“Their sorcery can’t track Huntresses, and we watched the
Inquisitrix employ exactly the same strategy in Highwind. She sends
her operatives ahead so they can destabilize the local
government.”

Kaseya turned back to Hestiah. “I thought it
was strange that the Matriarch and Mosh’Dalar weren’t here to greet
us if they knew we were coming. They aren’t in Nol Pratos to
organize the defenses—they’re attempting to reestablish order.
That’s why the walls are almost empty.”

Hestiah sighed and nodded slowly. “Yes. The
Unblooded have been discontented for some time, but the Matriarch
was not worried until they became violent. Now…now they appear
willing to fight.”

“But they do not possess any weapons.”

“They did not,” Hestiah said. “They do
now.”

I hissed softly between my teeth. “So the
Senosi didn’t just send a few Huntresses. They brought weapons as
well.”

“How is this possible?” Kaseya asked. “How
could they have docked a ship upon the island?”

“I do not know, but the rebellion will not
last,” Hestiah said. “Even with spears and crossbows, the Unblooded
are no match for the Kari Vataya.”

“They don’t have to be,” I pointed out. “They
just need to pull enough resources away that Ayrael’s fleet can
land unopposed.”

“That will not happen. The Mosh’Dalar’s
vision was quite clear: the Daughter of Destiny will return and
save Nol Krovos from the lies of the Betrayer.”

“Prophecy is a tricky thing,” I murmured. “It
doesn’t always turn out the way you think.”

Hestiah swallowed heavily as her eyes
returned to the distant island. “I have already told you too much.
It is not my place to share the secrets of Nol Krovos. The
Matriarch will soothe your worries tomorrow.”

Valuri folded her arms across her chest.
“Yeah, I’ll bet she will.”

“Come, we have prepared entertainment,”
Hestiah said, gesturing back into the dining hall. “You have only
seen a fraction of the beauty Nol Krovos has to offer.”
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By the time night finally descended upon the
island, I was so full of fish and wine that I could have easily
passed out in the middle of the street. But my mind refused to
settle, and I spent the entire walk to our guest chambers
concocting nightmare scenarios about Ayrael’s forthcoming invasion.
We had no way of knowing exactly when the Vorsalosian armada would
arrive, but it could have been as early as tomorrow.

“We have made some changes since you left,
Mistress Kaseya,” our escort, a dainty blonde who couldn’t have
been older than seventeen or eighteen, said as we wound our way up
the spiraling staircase on the outside of the building. “Still, I
trust you will find everything in order.”

Kaseya’s eyes brightened when we approached
the doorway. Behind the diaphanous curtains was a room so large and
spacious it put the suite back at the Knight’s Lantern to
shame. The bed was wide enough it could probably accommodate four
people, and the sheets looked so expensive I was suddenly
embarrassed by all the places I had forced Kaseya to sleep.

“This was all yours, Red?” Valuri asked, her
mouth falling open.

“She is the Vaer Tal’Shira,” our
escort replied matter-of-factly. “She deserves nothing less.”

“It already feels like a lifetime ago,”
Kaseya whispered.

“In a way, it was. You are reborn with your
Maskari.”

Valuri rolled her eyes but turned away before
anyone else saw the sour look on her face. I grinned despite
myself.

“If you need anything else, please do not
hesitate to ask,” our escort said. “Lady Hestiah was adamant that
you receive anything you might require.”

“Thank you,” Kaseya said, taking the girl’s
hand and planting a warm kiss on her cheek. She said something I
didn’t understand, and the servant left with a wide smile.

“You could have asked her to stay,” Valuri
muttered, biting her lip and leering down the stairs.

I slumped against the wall and let out a
breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “We have other problems
to deal with,” I reminded her. “That didn’t go as badly as I
feared, but it didn’t go as well as I’d hoped, either.”

“It went badly enough,” Valuri grumbled. “If
paradise is in open rebellion, the Senosi have been here longer a
few weeks. They’ve probably been sowing dissent for months.”

“To be honest, I doubt it took that much
effort,” Kaseya said. “Even before I left, there were rumors about
Nol Pratos. The Fas’Gor—the Unblooded—have not been
treated well for some time. Ayrael knew that as well as anyone, and
now she is exploiting it.”

“The armada could be hours away—your people
can’t afford to be fighting a war on two fronts,” I said.

“No, but at this point I doubt there’s much
we can do about it,” Valuri said. “We’ll just have to focus on the
main battle like we planned all along…assuming the Matriarch and
her boy are willing to accept our help. No one down there seemed
overly thrilled about working with a Senosi or about you bonding
with a mainlander.”

“They will learn to live with their
prejudice,” Kaseya said. “I am far more concerned about our other
revelations. They still do not know the truth about Zalheer or my
sorcery.”

“And I still think we need to keep it that
way as long as possible,” I told her. “Like Val said, we’re already
talking about fighting a war on two fronts. We can worry about
overthrowing your whole culture after we’ve held the
beach.”

“I do not wish to deceive my sisters-in-arms,
Jorem.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Valuri muttered.

“No, I will not,” Kaseya said pointedly. She
paced across the room and ran her fingertips along the edge of one
of the large paintings hanging from the wall. It depicted a
sprawling battlefield of fire and blood where a handful of amazon
warriors were standing firm against a faceless enemy.

“If we are right about the power of the
Fount, then every Red Sister on Nol Krovos wields the gift, and
every woman on Nol Pratos does not,” Kaseya went on. “This
segregation cannot be an accident. Someone must know the
truth.”

“We don’t disagree,” I said, choosing my
words carefully. “We’re just worried about the here and now. I
don’t want Nol Krovos to burn any more than you do, but if Ayrael
reaches the Fount and collapses the Three Corridors…” I shook my
head. “She’ll be damning people all across the world.”

Kaseya sighed. “On my honor, I will not allow
that to happen.”

“The truth will come out,” I said. “We just
need to be patient. I can’t imagine that more than a handful of
people are involved.”

“I’ll bet both my crossbows that this
Mosh’Dalar fellow knows, and probably the Matriarch too,” Valuri
said. “There must be evidence somewhere if Ayrael learned
the truth about Zalheer and Marcella.”

“This doesn’t seem like the kind of secret
you write down in a journal for any idiot to read,” I said. “Though
it really does beg the question of how your sister learned the
truth in the first place.”

“I will ask her myself,” Kaseya said. “Right
before I drive my sword through her heart.”

I shared a long, sideways glance with Valuri.
We might not have been connected with a magical bond, but we could
communicate more in a single look than most people could in a whole
conversation.

“Well, as much as I would love to prowl
around the city and see if I can find anything interesting, I have
a feeling that our hosts will be watching us like hawks,” Valuri
said. “That said, I’m still going to sneak out for a bit and run my
own little test on the locals.”

“Just don’t get caught skulking around the
rooftops,” I warned.

“Who said anything about skulking? Did you
see all those pretty little unbound amazons wandering around the
commons?” She glanced down over the balcony, her green eyes
glinting hungrily. “So young, so taut, so teeming with magical
energy…”

I grunted. “Can’t you sate yourself from the
air in this place?”

“You can sate yourself with gruel, but you
eat spiced halibut instead,” she countered.

“You realize that feeding off the locals
won’t make you any more popular with the moshalim,
right?”

“How else are we going to test our theory
about the amazons being sorcerers?” Val grinned and made a licking
motion with her tongue. “Besides, almost everyone loves my tats the
first time they see them.”

“Tattoos are rare on Nol Krovos,” Kaseya
pointed out.

“So I’ll be even more exotic, then,” Valuri
said with a wink. “You kids have fun. I’ll be back later.
Probably.”

I grunted softly as she dashed off down the
staircase. “Well, at least one of us will have fun tonight.”

“Hestiah and I used to spend hours upon hours
up here when we were younger,” Kaseya said, a faint smile touching
her lips at the memory.

“The view is breathtaking,” I murmured.
“There’s nothing like it in Vorsalos. When I stared out at the sea,
all I’d see—and smell—were impoverished fishmongers gutting the
day’s catch.”

“We would discuss everything we had learned
that day during our training regimen,” she went on. Her eyes were
so glazed over I wasn’t even sure she’d heard me. “Afterwards we
would try and guess which moshalim apprentice we would be
bonded to.”

I grinned. The thought of her gossiping about
marriage prospects like a normal teenage girl was amusing for some
reason.

“Did you have a favorite?”

“Yes. Though at the time, we were honestly
more enamored with one another.” Kaseya traced her finger along the
edge of the balcony. “I still remember all the times I lifted her
up onto the wood and reached beneath her skirt.”

I shuffled awkwardly in place as my cock
twinged at the mental image. “Right here in the open?”

“Of course. My people do not have the same
taboos against nudity and sex that you do.”

“Evidently not,” I murmured, peering over the
balcony. Down to our left, two young amazon warriors were kissing
deeply while their hands eagerly removed one another’s armor. Down
to our right, an amazon was on her knees with her Maskari’s
cock pumping in and out of her mouth. I saw similar scenes
unfolding no matter where I looked. Apparently once the sun set,
this island turned into one giant orgy.

Not that I was complaining.

“Now that Hestiah is bound, I fear I may
never taste her again,” Kaseya said, her eyes distant. “Especially
once we finally tell her the truth about Zalheer.”

“She’s been your friend for a long time,” I
said. “I find it hard to believe that she would abandon you just
because you told her something she doesn’t want to hear.”

“You do not understand our ways. And you
cannot understand our code of honor.”

“Maybe not, but I have faith in your ability
to set things right.” I smiled and squeezed her arm. “If you’ve
been anywhere near as loyal to your friends here as you have to us,
then I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

Kaseya smiled. Her blue eyes twinkled in the
starlight, and she gently wrapped her arms around my neck. “Do your
instincts that always tell you the right thing to say, or have you
simply found a new way to exploit our bond?”

“The first one sounds more impressive, so
let’s go with that.”

She leaned in and kissed me. Her lips were so
soft and warm they nearly melted me right then and there. “I am
going to drain you tonight,” she whispered, pulling back just
enough to speak.

“I had hoped you might.”

“Tomorrow will be busy, and you’ll need to be
focused. Three times should do the trick.”

I grunted and smiled. “Three times?”

“I will take you with my mouth first,” she
said, nibbling at my lip again. “I want to make certain I taste as
much of you as possible.”

My cock stirred in my trousers. “And the
second?”

“My cunt, of course. I want you to spill as
deep inside me as possible.”

“I should have enough strength left for
that,” I said, running my hand through her hair. “But what if I’m
still not finished?”

Kaseya pulled me close enough that she could
nibble in my ear. “Then you will fuck me in the ass,” she cooed.
“Right here on the balcony so everyone in the city will be able to
watch me submit to the might of my Maskari.”

“You know…I think I like this plan.”

“I knew you would.”

She kissed me again. Her tongue enveloped
mine, and she pushed me back against the balcony railing, her leg
frantically grinding against my stiffening member. I was just about
ready to tap her shoulders and guide her down to her knees when I
heard the sound of footsteps from the stairs. Another amazon
warrior walked by, an amused, knowing smirk on her lips. I
belatedly remembered just how public this balcony really was, and I
realized how important that was to Kaseya. The fire in her quim was
growing hotter by the second. Apparently her exhibitionist streak
wasn’t limited to screaming in the bowels of a ship; she
desperately wanted me to fuck her out here in front of as many
people as possible.

I could see the truth in her mind: she wanted
everyone here to know that she was mine, unequivocally and
unconditionally. She wanted me to parade her around like a trophy.
Given the chance, she would have gladly strut around the whole
promenade with my seed spackled across her lips and dripping down
her thighs.

Who was I to deny her?

After another solid minute of grinding,
Kaseya finally pulled away and sank down in front of me. Her blue
eyes stayed locked on mine as she unbuttoned my trousers, and I
could already imagine how amazing it was going to feel when my cock
plunged down her hot, velvety throat…

“I’m glad to see you’re settling in.”

I glanced up to see Hestiah appear at the top
of the staircase behind us. She had a half-empty glass of wine in
her hand and a wry, playful smile on her lips. She had also
exchanged her armor for a flowing cropped halter dress that seemed
ready to fly off her athletic body at the slightest gust of
wind.

“I had a feeling you’d wish to show your
Maskari our spot,” she said while sauntering forward. “What
do you think of the view?”

“It’s good,” I squeaked, keenly aware that my
swollen cock was now exposed for all to see.

Hestiah glanced down and grinned.
“Impressive. I guess not all the rumors about mainlanders
could be true.”

Kaseya hopped back to her feet and grabbed
her friend’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here. With all that’s going on
I thought—”

“The burdens of the present have already cost
us an afternoon,” Hestiah said. “They should not cost us an evening
as well.”

“You’re right,” Kaseya said, squeezing her
friend’s hands and leaning in for a kiss. What started as a soft
peck on the lips quickly became something more; within seconds they
were pawing desperately at one another.

And then there was me, leaning against the
railing with my trousers on the floor and my cock flapping in the
breeze.

Rather than interrupt them like a selfish
jackass, I did the next best thing: I concentrated upon the bond
ring and enjoyed Kaseya’s sensations as if they were my own.
Hestiah was a passionate kisser, and it wasn’t hard to figure out
where Kaseya had learned many of her techniques. But beyond the
lust, I also felt the unmistakable love of two people who had spent
their entire lives together.

When their lips finally parted, they
whispered words in one another’s ears—words I couldn’t translate.
But when they both turned and looked at me like I was a piece of a
meat, it wasn’t difficult to discern the context.

“Hestiah’s Maskari has granted her
lospalor while we are here,” Kaseya said.

“Uh…what?” I muttered.

“Freedom to associate with other
males,” Hestiah said, touching my cheek and then slowly tracing her
hand down the length of my tunic.

I struggled desperately to keep my cock from
twitching in anticipation. I failed miserably.

“That’s a thing he can do?” I asked.

“Yes,” Hestiah said as if it were obvious.
She eyed me as intently as she had on the beach. “Only from the
waist up, though, of course.”

“Of course,” I rasped.

Kaseya grinned and turned to her friend. “I
have learned more than I ever thought possible these past few
months. There are so many things I wish to show you.”

Hestiah smiled back. “Then we should get
started as soon as possible.”

I swallowed reflexively when the two of them
stepped forward and sank down to their knees in unison. My cock was
harder than ever, and I had to squeeze the railing behind me to
keep from exploding the moment Kaseya kissed the tip. I nearly lost
control anyway when Hestiah leaned in and ran her smooth tongue
across the shaft.

“Escar’s mercy…” I breathed.

Kaseya and Valuri had repeatedly teamed up on
me over the past few months, and they had driven me crazy each and
every time. But there was always something special about the
unfamiliar, and watching a beautiful woman I barely knew bathe my
cock with her tongue was always a genuine treat. Hestiah’s beauty
didn’t hurt—her brown eyes and flawless olive skin were a perfect
combination. The fact that she was “protected” made her all the
more desirable. When my cock finally disappeared between her puffy
lips, all I could think about was how badly I wanted to spill all
over her…

Hestiah swallowed about half my length while
she gently fondled my testicles. I resisted the urge to grab the
back of her skull and force myself in deep—that would have to wait
for at least a few minutes. I didn’t know her limits yet, and I
didn’t want to spoil the mood by being overly aggressive. Besides,
Kaseya could sense exactly what I wanted. One way or another, I had
doubt that my cock would be buried deep inside an amazon’s throat
before this was over.

“It’s like we used to practice,” Hestiah said
when she finally pulled away and licked at her lips. “Just a lot
bigger.”

“That only makes it better,” Kaseya said.
“Amazon warriors live to overcome challenges.”

“Yes, we do.”

The two women kissed again, but this time
Kaseya began slowly stroking my shaft to hold my interest. Not that
it was necessary—the sight of their tongues swirling together an
inch in front of my cock was more than enough to keep it hard as a
rock.

“We used to imagine a game,” Kaseya said,
smiling up at me with an impish twinkle in her eye. “After we were
bonded, we would both bring our Maskari to this spot in
broad daylight. Then we would announce our contest to everyone in
the market below: whichever one of us could make our
moshalim spill first would win. The loser would be mocked by
the entire community.”

“Then we would kneel before them and begin,”
Hestiah said. “Men from all over the city would come to watch. They
might even place bets!”

“I’m sure they would,” I said through
clenched teeth. They had barely touched me, but I was already
having trouble maintaining control. Imagining this little contest
of theirs was going to push me over the edge. The sun glinting off
their pretty faces, the people below cheering on their efforts,
their tongues and lips covered with the fruit of their labor…

“We also promised that we would share
everything,” Kaseya said. “This is the next best thing.”

Hestiah slipped the swollen head between her
lips again, then locked her brown eyes onto mine as her tongue
flicked across the tip. She began bobbing her head up and down,
taking me deeper and deeper every second until Kaseya finally
grabbed the back of her head and forced the issue. I couldn’t
believe how hard she pushed, her face lit up in glee at the same
time Hestiah’s eyes widened in surprise. A few strokes later I
buried all the way in, and I let out a primal grunt as I felt an
imminent climax approaching.

“Give it to her, Jorem,” Kaseya egged me on.
“Give her everything you have!”

All it took was one final glance down at
Hestiah’s pretty face, heaving tits, and sparkling eyes before I
exploded. I assumed I wouldn’t have much left to spill after
filling both girls on the boat yesterday, but as usual I
underestimated myself. I pumped five distinct volleys down her
throat, and she took them all with remarkable poise and grace.
Kaseya climaxed next to her as my pleasure shuddered through her
collar.

Hestiah kept me in her mouth for several
seconds after I had spilled, and when she finally leaned back she
left her lips open to show me the full extent of my copious
offering. Rather than swallow, she turned to Kaseya and gave her
friend a long, passionate kiss. They seemed utterly unconcerned
about the tiny white trickles escaping their lips.

“Shit,” I rasped, bracing myself against the
balcony again. We had already gathered an audience—about a dozen
young amazons and a few unbound moshalim were watching from
below. Some of them decided to join the fun; the girls pushed the
sorcerers back against the closest wall or door and gorged
themselves on cock, often in teams.

This really was paradise.

“Who would have thought that mainlanders were
so virile?” Hestiah said when she finally broke their kiss.

Kaseya grinned. “They are full of
surprises.”

Hestiah glanced back at my wilted cock. “What
about his stamina?”

“It’s just as impressive.”

“Good,” she said, her brown eyes twinkling.
“I want to help him fuck you.”

They started kissing again, but this time I
knew it was at least partially for show. Kaseya slowly and
sensuously slipped Hestiah out of her dress, and Hestiah promptly
returned the favor. The sight of their athletic bodies intertwined
was more than enough to stir my manhood back to life, especially
when they began suckling on one another’s nipples. Though when
Kaseya began slipping her fingers into Hestiah’s quim, I started to
wonder if they had forgotten about me altogether…

“Take her from behind,” Hestiah said between
breathless pants. “Take her hard and fast.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I leaned down
and grabbed Kaseya by the arm, roughly hoisting her back to her
feet and then pushing her hard against the balcony railing. She
yelped in delight, then quickly spread her legs and presented
herself for me. Our audience down below had grown even larger now,
and they had a fantastic view of the Daughter of Destiny’s head and
tits hanging over the edge.

My cock slipped into her smoldering quim with
ease, I didn’t hold back—I grabbed her ponytail, smacked her ass,
and slammed into her with the fury of a barbarian warlord claiming
his plunder. Hestiah slid in behind me, her hands wrapped around my
waist and clawing at my chest as she nibbled my ear

“Fuck her harder, mainlander,” she cooed.
“Show us all that she’s yours!”

The feeling of her plump breasts and smooth
stomach on my back almost pushed me over the edge right there. I
knew I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer despite the fact I
had already spilled, and every time Hestiah’s fingernails dug into
my chest I drew closer. I would have given just about anything in
that moment to fuck her too, but apparently even paradise had its
limits.

Barely.

“Fuck!” I yelled, slapping Kaseya’s ass again
as I buried myself balls deep.

“Maskari!”

The word echoed up and down the marketplace,
followed swiftly by my cries of pleasure as I erupted for the
second time. I pumped her molten cunt full everything I had left,
and I even felt Hestiah shudder in climax behind me when she
plunged a finger into herself. This time, the wave of weakness that
crashed over me was so intense I probably would have fallen over if
Hestiah didn’t hold me up.

“Rest now,” she breathed into my ear as she
helped prop me up against the balcony again. “We aren’t finished
yet.”

She kissed me on the cheek before she slipped
back over to Kaseya and knelt behind her. As my seed hemorrhaged
from my bond-mate’s quim, Hestiah was there to lap up every drop.
It was so unbelievably hot it didn’t even feel real.

“Where’s that servant girl when you need
her?” I whispered. “I could really use a drink.”
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One of these days, I assumed I would grow
tired of waking up with my cock in a woman’s mouth. Today was not
that day.

“Ohhh,” I moaned as my eyes fluttered open
and my fingers reflexively combed through the hair of the head
bouncing up and down on my lap. I assumed it was Kaseya or perhaps
even Hestiah, but I realized my mistake before my vision cleared.
“I assumed you’d have fed enough for all the amazon girls last
night.”

“I did,” Valuri said, dragging her tongue up
the length of my shaft before she abruptly pulled away and curled
up next to me on the bed. “I just wanted to wake you up so we could
talk about it.”

I sighed and glanced down at my throbbing
stem. “You really are a bitch sometimes.”

She shrugged. “I’m sure Red will be back to
finish you off soon enough. In the meantime, we have a lot to
discuss.”

“Then I’ll leave your mouth free.”

I rolled on top of her. She was naked,
thankfully, so I had no problem wedging myself between her slender
legs and pushing the head of my cock against her quim. I gently
slipped inside, and she eagerly locked her ankles behind my back
when I started fucking her in earnest.

“You learned something interesting, I take
it?” I asked between breathless pants.

“I just confirmed what we already assumed,”
she replied, closing her eyes and wrapping her arms around the back
of my neck to pull me closer. “There are a lot of sorcerers on this
island.”

“Amazons, you mean?”

“I licked three different girls, and I had no
trouble feeding off of each and every one of them.”

 

I snorted softly. “You talked your way
beneath three skirts in one night?”

“It wasn’t difficult. The black hair makes me
exotic here. They all wanted a taste.”

“Uh huh,” I said, pumping harder.

“I sampled a few young, dashing
moshalim, too. They were more than willing to help in my
experiment.”

“You’re insatiable.”

“Yeah. Jealous?”

“A little.”

“Good.” She smiled and kissed me as she
dragged her fingernails down my back. “Think of this way: I fucked
three women and a couple of men, but I’m still back in here in the
morning yearning for your cock. What does that tell you?”

“That you’re an unrepentant slut?”

“And you love it, don’t you?”

I thrust into her hard enough that her eyes
rolled back in her head, and a few thrusts later I lost control. I
pulled out mid spurt, and despite last night’s festivities I still
had enough left to paint her stomach and tits with a fresh,
steaming batch of Senosi fuel before I slumped onto the bed and
strongly considered falling back asleep.

“The Fount may give all these gorgeous men
their power, but they still can’t cook like you do,” Valuri said as
she shoveled a thick, vicious glob into her mouth. “I will never
stop resenting you for it.”

I smiled and watched her feed for a minute
before I belatedly activated my bond-ring and searched for Kaseya.
Hopefully I hadn’t made her climax in the middle of an important
conversation…

Jorem.

Sorry, Val was hungry, I said through
our link. Is everything all right?

I have not been able to locate my sister. The
fleet must still be too far away.

“Apparently Kaseya still can’t sense Ayrael,”
I said. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

“The armada must be waiting for something
before they close in,” Valuri reasoned.

I nodded gravely and glanced out the window.
Even mornings were amazing here. Fresh bread and slow-cooking meat
smelled a lot better without the distinct undercurrent of sewage,
as it turned out.

You and Val should get cleaned up. The
Matriarch will be here soon.

“Right,” I said aloud. “Why do I get the
feeling this is going to be a long day?”

There were so many bathing pools here the
island that it put Solemi’s underground sauna to shame. And to top
it off, most of them were filled with unbelievably attractive
eighteen and nineteen year-old girls who had absolutely no shame
about showing off their sleek, tanned bodies. If I hadn’t just
spilled all over Val, my persistent erection would have been
completely out of control.

Unsurprisingly, though, they seemed every bit
as interested in my Senosi counterpart. Without me as a chaperone,
Val probably would have spent the whole afternoon “testing” even
more girls. Dragging her back to Kaseya and the others was like
trying to get a starving hound to ignore a fresh slab of meat.

We eventually ended up back in the dining
hall for breakfast before Hestiah informed us that the Matriarch
and the Mosh’Dalar had returned to the city. My stomach immediately
clenched into a knot, and through our bond I could sense that
Kaseya felt just as anxious but for entirely different reasons. I
was worried that the truth would get us beheaded; she was worried
that a lie of omission would violate her code of honor.

Suffice to say, we had slightly different
priorities.

Hestiah and several other amazon warriors
escorted us across the market plaza and the artisan’s square to the
enormous silver-gold spire at the heart of the city. The local
translation was the “Throne of the Gods.” I assumed it couldn’t
possibly live up to its name, and I was right. But it came really,
really close.

The entire building could have been poured
rather than forged. The walls, the ceiling, even the twin thrones
atop the elevated platform—they all looked like liquid gold or
silver solidified with Aetheric power. And they might have been
exactly that, for all I knew. The latent energy of the Fount was so
overwhelming I was having trouble distinguishing one aura from
another.

The sheer number of golden-armored,
spear-wielding amazons in the throne room was as intimidating as it
was impressive. They were all just as tall, sleek, and
deadly-looking as Kaseya, and I risked a quick glance over at
Valuri to make sure she wasn’t drooling. Thankfully, she seemed
more or less in control of her hunger, at least for the moment.

I half expected a herald to introduce us, but
mercifully the amazons’ taste for pomp and circumstance was limited
to the visual rather than the verbal. Two of the guards crossed
their spears in front of the twin thrones at the heart of the
chamber, signaling for us to stop. Matriarch Lysara sat on the
right, her legs casually crossed despite the elaborate armored
boots sheathing her calves and thighs. She looked at least ten
years younger than Zalheer even though they were ostensibly the
same age; living on Nol Krovos was obviously less taxing than
wandering the world as an outcast. Her blonde hair had turned
silver, but the lines on her face were hard to see until she
smiled.

The man on the left, the Mosh’Dalar, had aged
almost as gracefully. He wore a similar open robe as the rest of
the moshalim, and his tanned, perfectly sculpted chest made
me want to wretch out of envy. Nearly every one of his fingers was
adorned with an elaborate ring, though most appeared purely
ornamental. The power of his tan’hema was obvious even from
here, however; I could sense the Aetheric energy flowing between it
and the Matriarch’s golden choker.

“At last, the Vaer Tal’Shira returns
to her rightful place at my side,” Matriarch Lysara said. Her voice
was smooth and husky, and her accent was barely noticeable at all.
“Welcome home, my child.”

“Thank you, Your Eminence,” Kaseya replied.
“But I lament that I have returned empty-handed. You charged me
with capturing the Betrayer, and I have failed. I have dishonored
you and all of Nol Krovos.”

“Yes, you have,” the Mosh’Dalar said in a
deep, raspy tone. “You must now redeem yourself by defeating her
and the mainlander filth who follow her to our shores.”

His tone was so sharp I couldn’t help but be
taken aback. Judging from the Matriarch’s stern glare, she hadn’t
expected his vitriol, either.

“The Aether has brought her back to us for a
reason, as you well know,” Lysara said. “The Betrayer’s defeat is
finally at hand, and at long last our chosen daughter will fulfill
her destiny.”

The Mosh’Dalar remained silent. His dark eyes
burned into Kaseya as if he were peering into her soul, and when he
finally turned them upon me I honestly wondered if I might
spontaneously combust.

“But enough of that,” Lysara said, forcing a
smile. “We dishonor ourselves by ignoring our guests. I am Lysara,
Matriarch of the Red Sisterhood. This is my Maskari and the
leader of the moshalim, Tanathel.”

“We’re honored to meet both of you,” I saw,
offering them a half bow. I could already feel the blood rushing
into my face; I had always hated dealing with authority figures. I
never knew how to stand, what to say, or where to put my bloody
hands.

“And we are honored to finally meet Kaseya’s
Maskari. Hestiah told us all about you, Jorem Farr.”

“Not too much, I hope,” I replied with a dry
smirk. When no one smiled back, I raised my hands defensively. “Uh,
sorry. Bad joke.”

If the window had been closer, I would have
seriously considered diving through the glass and plummeting to my
death just to escape the awkward silence. Instead I just tried not
to wilt.

“It is rare for a Red Sister to bond herself
to a mainlander,” Lysara said. “I hope you will respect our
traditions.”

“I’ll do the best I can,” I said, offering
her a bow. “Allow me to introduce—”

“The Fas’Tarah,” Tanathel interrupted.
“The eater of magic.”

“I normally go by ‘Valuri,’ but I’ve been
called worse names,” Val snarked. She wasn’t trembling at all; her
arms were folded casually across her chest, and she looked as calm
and vaguely disinterested as ever. I would have given just about
anything for a fraction of her poise right about now.

“You are brave to approach our shores given
the many crimes of your mistress,” Tanathel said, his dark eyes
narrowing dangerously.

“She is the friend and companion of the
Vaer Tal’Shira,” Hestiah said from behind us. “Surely that
is enough to—”

“You speak out of turn,” Tanathel growled.
“We are discussing the Aether, not the art war. The opinions of a
female are neither requested nor required.”

Hestiah lowered her head, chastened, as her
own Maskari stepped up behind her and placed his hand upon
her collar as if to remind her who was in charge. I could feel
Kaseya’s annoyance, and I feared how she would respond. It was
already taking all of her willpower to keep from bringing up
Zalheer and the Fount…

“Sorry to burst your bubble, chief, but this
female magic-eater has a lot of important information about the
people who want to burn down your island,” Valuri said. “You are a
warrior culture, right? Don’t you want to know more about your
enemies?”

The Mosh’Dalar turned and glared at her, and
he actually started to stand before Lysara placed a soothing hand
on his arm. “There is no need for hostility,” she said. “Hestiah is
right—any friend of Kaseya’s is a friend to Nol Krovos.”

Tanathel swiveled his glare to her, clearly
annoyed, but apparently he wasn’t willing to challenge the
Matriarch directly. I suddenly wished I knew more about the subtle
power dynamics at play here. Their relationship must have been
different than the average amazon and moshalim.

“It is a dark time for Nol Krovos, and recent
tensions have made patience a rare virtue,” Lysara said. “But we
welcome all allies, both old and new, in our fight against the
Betrayer and her minions.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Valuri said, “because
you’re not ready to deal with the Senosi, not in the numbers Ayrael
will be leading.”

“The Matriarch offers you a hand of
friendship, and you repay her generosity with insults?” Tanathel
asked.

“I’m not trying to insult you—I’m trying to
help you,” Valuri insisted. “I doubt you can even comprehend
the kind of power you’re dealing with. Red here is a great
warrior—her training was even better than mine. But the Senosi
aren’t going to fight fair. They feed on Aetheric energy, as I’m
sure you know, but they won’t even need to drain your
moshalim. This entire island is teeming with magic. They can
feed from the bloody air.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, and when
they reopened a second later they were blazing like two tiny
pinpricks of emerald flame. Every guard in the room clutched her
spear more tightly, and I was worried Val’s demonstration would be
even more poorly received than during last night’s feast…

“With this much energy, I could slaughter
half your guards before they even knew what was happening,” Valuri
said. “Raw skill might win in a fair fight, but not when the odds
are this stacked against you.”

“She speaks the truth,” Kaseya interjected
before the Mosh’Dalar could reply. “The Senosi are more dangerous
than an enemy we have ever faced, and my sister has learned their
techniques. That is why I could not stop her.”

“An amazon warrior does not make excuses,”
Tanathel said.

“It’s not an excuse—it’s a fact,” Valuri
countered. “Nol Krovos is not prepared for this storm.”

They continued glaring at each other for
several seconds, and I tried to read Lysara’s face and guess how
she might react. We hadn’t even said anything truly controversial
yet. I couldn’t imagine how her hot-headed Maskari would
react if we brought up Zalheer and the Fount…

“No enemy has set foot upon Nol Krovos for
hundreds of years,” Lysara said after a moment. “The Betrayer and
her minions will not be the first. We shall sink their ships and
slay their beasts, and then you will defeat your sister and finally
bring her to justice. The Mosh’Dalar’s visions are clear.”

“I hope you’re right,” Valuri said. “But I do
wonder: if your sorcerers can see the future so clearly, why are
your own people rebelling against you?”

Another awkward silence settled over the
room, and this time Tanathel actually leaned forward in his chair.
“Yet again Lady Hestiah has spoken out of turn. You told the
mainlanders about Nol Pratos?”

Hestiah nervously wet her lips. “My lord,
we—”

“You would have preferred she lie to us?”
Kaseya asked sharply. “Deception is not our way.”

The Matriarch raised her hand before her
bond-mate could speak. “You have a right to know the truth, of
course,” she said. “The Fas’Gor have become
unsettled, yes. But to call their protest a rebellion is a
gross exaggeration.”

“That’s not what your acolytes told me last
night,” Valuri said.

The Matriarch’s eye twitched
ever-so-slightly. “What?”

“I had several…encounters…with your
sorcerers-in-training last night,” the Huntress went on. “They said
that the situation in Nol Pratos is far worse than most of the
people here have been led to believe. They said the reason we
haven’t seen more soldiers here is because half of your army is out
trying to pacify the rebels.”

Tanathel’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “No
moshalim would ever speak to a mainlander, let alone a
Fas’Tarah!”

“You’d be surprised how persuasive I can be,”
Valuri replied mildly. “They’re smart kids, but since you haven’t
bound them to an amazon yet…well, let’s just say they’re very
interested in female attention, and they’ll gladly spill their guts
to get it.”

For an instant, I actually wondered if the
Mosh’Dalar might leap out of his seat and attack her. But instead
he quietly simmered in place and turned to the Matriarch. Her
expression revealed more than words ever could.

“So it is true, isn’t it?” I asked. “You’re
fighting a war on two fronts.”

Lysara’s eyes locked onto mine. Whatever
goodwill I’d bought through my relationship with Kaseya was
evaporating at an alarming rate. “You may have bonded with one of
the Red Sisters, but that does not mean you are one of us yet,” she
replied coldly. “Do not presume to understand that which does not
concern you.”

“It concerns me, which means that it
now concerns him,” Kaseya replied tartly. “We came here to help,
but we can’t do that until you accept that the situation is even
worse than you feared.”

“It isn’t an accident that you’re having
problems with this little insurrection at the same time that
Ayrael’s fleet is preparing to attack,” Valuri said. “I would bet
anything that she’s had Senosi on Nol Pratos for months. We’re not
just assassins—we’re also agitators and saboteurs when the needed
arises. If your ‘Fas’Gor’ already had doubts, my fellow
Huntresses will have no problem exploiting them.”

“That is not possible,” Tanathel insisted.
“We do not allow mainlanders on our shore.”

“That is simply not true,” Kaseya said.
“Several merchants like Captain Ferroc deal with our traders
regularly.”

“A few Senosi could have easily slipped
aboard and blended in with the populace,” I added. “This is exactly
what’s been happening in Highwind and plenty of other cities
throughout the Northern Reaches. Before she makes her move, the
Inquisitrix dispatches her Senosi to rile the populace and sow
chaos throughout the local government.”

The Matriarch’s expression flickered yet
again. The longer this conversation went on, the easier I could
spot the chinks in her armor. She wasn’t nearly as certain about
any of this as she was letting on. Unfortunately, I still hadn’t
decided whether that was a good or bad thing just yet.

“Surely the moshalim would have sensed
the presence of any Fas’Tarah among us before now,” she
said.

I gestured towards Valuri. “One of them is
standing in front of you right now. Do you sense anything?”

“I will hear no more of this,” Tanathel said,
standing. “I knew it was a mistake to allow mainlanders onto the
island. I do not care if this man is her Maskari or not. He
has clearly poisoned her judgement and—”

“You did not answer the question,” Lysara
said. Her voice was cold and dark, like a bitter wind rolling
across the slopes of the Shattered Peaks. “Can you sense this
Senosi’s presence or not?”

He shot her a withering glare, and I once
again wondered about the true power dynamics at play between them.
Lysara may have worn a collar, but she clearly wasn’t his
underling. Was that out of custom or law? Or was it just the simple
reality that she was the leader of their army?

“You would side with this Fas’Tarah?”
Tanathel hissed.

“I am not siding with anyone. I simply asked
you a question.”

The sorcerer’s jaw clenched as he turned back
to Valuri. “I sense…nothing.”

“Because there’s nothing to sense,” I said,
glancing back at the Matriarch. “Look, I understand that this is a
delicate topic, but we don’t have a lot of time to waste here. If
the Senosi have already turned your own people against you, then
the situation is even worse than we feared. You can’t afford to
have half your forces trying to hold back an angry mob when those
ships and wyverns arrive tomorrow.”

“We could try and track down the agitators,”
Valuri said. “I might not be able to sense them, but I know how
they think.”

I turned and flashed her a subtle grin.
Kaseya could sense the Senosi, but Val had cleverly avoided
mentioning that little tidbit. She really was too clever for her
own good sometimes…

“It is too late for that,” Kaseya said. “The
damage is already done.”

“True,” I said, “but without leadership they
might—”

“I don’t mean the damage done by the Senosi,”
Kaseya corrected. “I mean the damage done by us. We have
ignored the people of Nol Pratos for generations. We have cast them
aside and placed them in a pen like animals, and we offer them
nothing in return.”

I swore I could actually feel the temperature
in the room drop by a few degrees. The Mosh’Dalar looked like he
was about to burst; the Matriarch, for her part, looked like
someone had just punched her in the gut.

“What are you saying, my child?” she
asked.

“I’m saying that we have no right to condemn
them. I’m saying that we have no right to rule over them.”

“The gods have given us that right,” Tanathel
said. “Why else would they have imbued us with such power?”

Kaseya shook her head. “The gods didn’t do
that. The Fount of Velhari did.”

This time, the temperature in the room
dropped several dozen degrees. The sheer shock of her words
was the only reason the Mosh’Dalar didn’t lash out. Like the
Matriarch, he had been stunned into silence.

Sensing my apprehension, Kaseya sent a ripple
of determination through our bond. Evidently she had decided that
this was the time to have it out with Lysara after all.

I really, really hoped she wasn’t
mistaken.

“How do you know that name?” Lysara
whispered.

“Does it matter?” Valuri interjected before
Kaseya could reveal anything else. “The point is that the Fount is
real, and it’s the only reason the Inquisitrix cares about Nol
Krovos. Ayrael isn’t here to burn your city to the ground—she’s
here to corrupt the Fount’s power.”

“She learned about it before she escaped the
island,” I added. With luck, they would assume we had discovered
the truth from Ayrael and not press us about Zalheer or Kaseya’s
sorcerous abilities. “When she found her way to Vorsalos, the
Senosi were like a match made in the abyss. Their leader, a woman
who calls herself the Inquisitrix, has been waging a decades-long
war on the mainland to magic, and the Fount is the perfect target.
You’ve seen how the Senosi can devour magic—imagine if she’s found
a way to adapt that ritual.”

“You speak of that which you do not
understand,” Tanathel said. “Just because you carry the gift does
not make you moshalim. You are untrained and untested.”

“What the hell does that have to do with
anything?” Valuri snapped back. “This isn’t about Jorem—this is
about protecting the source of your power!”

“Our power comes from the blood of the gods.
It cannot be corrupted by mainlander filth.” He turned to the
Matriarch. “I have heard enough. Other matters require our
attention.”

“What could possibly be more important than
this?” I asked. “We’re talking about—”

“We shall adjourn for now,” Lysara
interrupted. “I am pleased that you have returned, my child, and I
am honored to meet your Maskari. But the Mosh’Dalar is
right—we still have many preparations to make. Please, return to
your chambers. We shall speak more later.”

It was, without a doubt, the most awkward and
abrupt dismissal I had ever heard in my life…but it was also coldly
calculated. There was a subtle glimmer in the Matriarch’s eye, and
I could tell she didn’t want to finish this conversation in front
of an audience—perhaps not even in front of the Mosh’Dalar.

“As you wish, of course,” Kaseya said,
picking up on my lead through our bond. “Whatever else may happen,
my sword and shield stand with Nol Krovos. I will not allow my
sister to destroy us.”

“I know,” the Matriarch said. She favored us
all with a cool, wary glance before she gestured for the guards to
escort us away. We were almost back to the festival hall when
Valuri finally leaned up to my ear.

“So what in the hell was that about?” she
asked.

“I’m not sure,” I told her. “But I have a
feeling we’re about to find out.”

 


***

 


“No offense, Red, but I’ve seen less
delusional people in the Vorsalos Asylum,” Valuri said once we were
back in our room. “They have no idea what they’re up against, and
they seem determined to ignore everything we say. We haven’t even
hit them with the good stuff yet!”

“I know,” Kaseya whispered. Her arms were
crossed, and she was staring out the window into the sprawling
streets surrounding the hall.

“So what in the hell are we supposed to do
now, sit around and wait for Ayrael and her armada to show up?”

“We may not have a choice.”

Valuri hissed between her teeth. “I realize
we’ve only known each other for a few months, but you’ve never
given up this easily before.”

“I am not giving up. I will battle my sister,
and I will either destroy her or die trying. That is my
destiny.”

“Oh, well, I feel a whole lot better
already.” Val glanced over at me. “Can you talk some sense into
her?”

I sighed and took a seat next to the bed. “We
knew this wouldn’t be easy. They have no reason to trust us, and
they obviously don’t want to listen to what we have to say.” I
paused and pursed my lips in thought. “We did learn something
useful, though: there’s a rift between the Matriarch and the
Mosh’Dalar.”

“More like a giant gaping chasm,” Val said.
“She may be naïve and deluded, but he’s a raging asshole.”

“It’s more than that. There was something
about her reaction when we mentioned the Fount…” I shrugged. “I
have a theory.”

“Escar save us…”

“I’m serious. There’s more going on here than
a little spat between the commoners and the aristocrats. I’m just
worried we won’t have enough time to figure it out.”

“I’m worried about those ships and
wyverns and Senosi,” Valuri said pointedly. “None of this political
bullshit is going to matter when Ayrael makes landfall. She’ll
carve her way straight to the Fount, and I’m not convinced there’s
a damn thing any of these people can do about it.”

Kaseya turned. “My people are stronger than
you think. The Matriarch was right about one thing—no enemy force
has set foot on Nol Krovos in centuries. Our fleet will not fall
easily.”

“But they will fall. You know that as
surely as I do, Red. With all the power in this place, the Senosi
will be invincible.”

“There is still time,” Kaseya whispered. “I
could attempt to teach them the breaching technique Jorem and I
perfected.”

Valuri snorted. “You really think that
asshole on the throne will listen to you? We mentioned the Fount
and he kicked us out ten seconds later. I don’t even want to
imagine what he’d say if we bring up your sorcery.”

“He will order your arrest,” a voice said
from the doorway. “Given time, he might even order your
execution.”

We all turned, and my heart skipped a dozen
beats when Matriarch Lysara appeared in the doorway. She was alone,
mercifully, but I had no doubt that there were a dozen amazon
warriors awaiting her command outside.

“Matriarch,” Kaseya said, standing. “We
were—”

“I’m afraid I deceived you earlier, my
child,” Lysara said. “I am not gladdened by your return. In fact, I
have feared this moment for some time.”

I forced myself to breathe and swallow,
hoping that my instincts from earlier had been correct. If
not…well, if not I had absolutely no idea what the hell was about
to happen.

“The moshalim believe that you will
defeat the Betrayer,” Lysara said. “But they also believe the cost
of your victory will be Nol Krovos itself.”

“What?” Kaseya rasped.

“The Daughter of Destiny will return to
destroy the Betrayer,” the Matriarch went on, “but her rage is the
harbinger of ruin, and her wrath shall usher in a new age of
despair.”

My mouth went so dry I almost choked. The
Dal’Rethi stone had spoken the exact same words…

“Most of the moshalim do not
understand what this means,” Lysara said. “But I do. And I think
you know why.”

I shared a quick glance with Valuri, and I
saw a reflection of my own thoughts in her face. Bit by bit, the
pieces of this puzzle were finally sliding into place.

“You already know the truth about the Fount,”
I said. “You already know that Kaseya is a sorceress.”

Lysara sighed softly, and her unnaturally
youthful face suddenly looked old. “The blood of the gods flows
through all our veins,” she said. “But we have forsaken their
gift…and now, at long last, I fear they have sent you to punish
us.”

I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my
teeth, a thousand different questions looping through my head. We
had assumed all along that someone must have known the
truth, but we hadn’t expected them to admit it so readily.

“I don’t understand,” Kaseya breathed. “How
long have you known this?”

“Long enough,” Lysara replied softly.

“Then why didn’t you tell us? Why didn’t you
tell me?”

“Because the truth is not always a boon, and
lies are not always a curse.” The Matriarch gestured behind her to
city beyond the window. “Lies built this paradise, Kaseya. Lies
have maintained our strength and culture. Lies have allowed us to
protect the Fount in secret for a hundred generations.”

“That’s a glib rationalization if I’ve ever
heard one,” Valuri muttered.

“But it all makes sense now,” I whispered as
I mentally assembled a few more puzzle pieces. “When we were in the
throne room, I couldn’t understand how you wielded so much power
over the Mosh’Dalar even though you’re wearing his collar around
your neck. I thought that maybe the relationship between the
Matriarch and her bond-mate was different; I thought that maybe you
were supposed to be more than just his submissive bodyguard. But
then I realized that wasn’t it at all. He wasn’t afraid of you
because you were the Matriarch. He was afraid of you because you
knew something—something you could hold over him.”

I turned to Kaseya. “Don’t you see? The
Matriarch isn’t supposed to know the truth. But since she
does, her own Maskari is afraid of her. Imagine what would
happen if she revealed that every amazon could wield the
Aether?”

“You’ve been leveraging that secret over him
for years,” Valuri said. “I can’t decide if I should be horrified
or impressed.”

“Just because you are friends with the
Daughter of Destiny does not mean you understand our way of life,”
Lysara said. “You are still mainlanders.”

“Mainlanders or not, we’re right,” I said.
“I’m going to take a wild guess that you’ve known the truth ever
since you banished Zalheer.”

Her eyes abruptly narrowed. “What?”

“We met Zalheer in the mountains north of
Highwind,” Kaseya said. “He told us all about what you did. We know
that you tried to steal him away from his love, Marcella, and that
you had her executed for being a sorcerer.”

For a moment, I thought Lysara might actually
be sick. “That is not possible. Zalheer has been dead for many
decades.”

“Yet another thing you were wrong about,”
Valuri said. “I should really start making a list so we don’t
forget anything.”

“He’s the one who told us about the Fount,” I
said. “He was convinced that the Inquisitrix would corrupt its
power and collapse the Three Corridors. We would have brought him
here with us, but…” I shook my head. “He overchanneled himself to
death defending a mainlander fortress filled with innocent people.
Without him, none of us would be here right now.”

Lysara was so still she could have been a
statue. I didn’t know what she had intended to accomplish here, but
she obviously hadn’t expected us to know about Zalheer and
Marcella. I could almost see the walls of her world crashing down
inside her mind.

“He told us the truth, didn’t he?” Kaseya
asked. “You forced him to become your Maskari out of
jealousy, and then you executed the woman he loved!”

“Marcella was the key,” I reasoned. “That was
when you first learned the truth about the Fount and what it was
doing to your people. But rather than expose the lies of the
moshalim, you went along with them. And then a few decades
later, Ayrael—your supposed Daughter of Destiny—discovered the same
truth you had buried.”

“If you already knew, you could have sided
with my sister,” Kaseya whispered. “You could have taken the
opportunity to finally expose the moshalim, but you didn’t.
Why?”

Valuri snorted. “Isn’t it obvious? By that
point, exposing the sorcerers would have meant exposing herself.
Everyone would have realized she had executed her friend and
banished Zalheer for completely bullshit reasons. So instead she
tried to silence your sister just like she silenced Marcella.”

“It must all seem to clear to you,” Lysara
said, her voice a brittle whisper. “In your eyes, we are all
monsters. Everything is so very…simple.”

“Isn’t it?” Valuri asked.

“This island and its people have prospered
for a hundred generations,” Lysara said. “While the mainlanders
butcher one another over gold and spoils, we remain strong and
unified. We aid one another. We serve one another. And we
have built a paradise every bit the equal of the ancient
Avetharri.”

“The people of Nol Pratos don’t seem to think
they’re living in a paradise,” I pointed out.

“They have for many years. But now…” The
Matriarch swallowed, and the color in her cheeks slowly returned.
“I almost didn’t send you after Ayrael. I feared that she would try
to turn you against us, and I feared that you would be all too
willing to listen. But after her fall, the moshalim declared
you the Daughter of Destiny. You were the one fated to save Nol
Krovos and ensure another century of peace.”

“And if the moshalim were wrong about
Ayrael, you couldn’t afford to let them be wrong about Kaseya,
too,” I said. “Otherwise the people might start to lose faith in
their prophetic leaders.”

“I’ll give you credit, lady,” Valuri
murmured. “I always thought the Inquisitrix was a shrewd
manipulator, but she’s a bloody amateur compared to you.”

Lysara’s eyes flicked between us. “I had
hoped that the prophecies surrounding your return were mistaken,
and I wanted to speak with you myself, away from the eyes of the
moshalim, just to make sure. But I see now that the
Mosh’Dalar is right. You will bring ruin and despair. Not of out of
wrath or hate, but out of blind, misguided righteousness. You have
allowed the lies of the Exile to poison your mind and corrupt your
heart.”

A bitter knot twisted in my stomach.
Apparently my instincts had been wrong about her after all.

“I should have listened to my Maskari
and ordered our fleet to send your ship to the bottom of the sea,”
Lysara went on. “Our people would have never needed to know what
happened to you. And once we defeated the Betrayer on our own, they
wouldn’t have cared. Order would have been restored, and peace
would have been assured for another generation.”

“A peace built upon a house of lies and
oppression,” Kaseya whispered.

Lysara stared at her for a long, aching
moment. “But a peace nonetheless.”

She whistled sharply, and a few seconds later
a half-dozen of her golden-armored, spear-wielding amazon guards
appeared in the doorway. I reflexively opened my palm, and Aetheric
energy crackled between my fingertips.

“Take them to the dungeon,” Lysara ordered.
“Use the back passages—I do not want them seen until the battle is
over. We shall continue our conversation after the Betrayer’s
defeat.”

Valuri unsheathed her tiger claws. “I hope
you have lot more soldiers waiting outside. Otherwise you’re going
to get a first-hand demonstration of what the Senosi are capable
of.”

I summoned flame in my palms, and I conjured
a protective barrier around myself and Kaseya. I didn’t want to
hurt these people if I didn’t have to, but there was no way in the
abyss I was going to—

I froze in place when Kaseya abruptly tossed
her sword upon the floor. “I will not raise a weapon against my
fellow amazons. They are not my enemy.”

Valuri’s mouth fell open. “You picked a
terrible time to develop a sense of a humor, Red.”

“Put your weapons down,” Kaseya said. “We are
not going to harm my people.”

I shook my head. “Kaseya…”

“I am serious, Jorem. I will not fight them,
and neither will you.”

The Matriarch smiled thinly and gestured for
her warriors to advance. I retreated a step, the flames crackling
in my palms as I frantically tried to come up with a reason not to
unleash hell and get the fuck out of here.

Trust me, Jorem. You just have to trust
me.

The flames vanished, and I let out an
exasperated sigh as one of the amazon women grabbed my wrists and
pulled them behind my back. Valuri stared at the two of us like we
were completely insane, and I could tell she spent a few seconds
deliberating whether or not she could kill everyone in this tower
by herself. But she eventually hissed in disgust and retracted her
claws.

“When Ayrael burns this whole damn island to
the ground, you’ll wish we forced them to see reason,” she
spat.

“This isn’t about reason,” Kaseya said. “It
is about honor.”

“You say that like it’s a good thing…”

“Take them,” Lysara said.

The women holding Valuri and I nudged us
forward with their spears, but the one behind Kaseya hesitated.
“But, Matriarch,” she murmured. “The Vaer Tal’Shira…the
moshalim’s prophecy…”

“The Daughter of Destiny has made her
choice,” Lysara said gravely. “Nol Krovos will face the Betrayer
alone.”
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“Well, I certainly hope you’re happy, Red,”
Valuri grumbled. “Instead of gloriously dying on the front lines of
another hopeless battle, we get to gloriously rot in these cells
until your sister marches in here and murders us.”

Kaseya remained silent. She was bound and
shackled in the cell next to me, though she hadn’t struggled a
single time since the Matriarch’s guards had dragged us down here.
I didn’t want to hurt these people any more than she did, but I
also didn’t want to sit here helpless while the Inquisitrix and her
fleet conquered the island.

Valuri had it worse than we did. She was
locked in her own fortified cage with bars so thick even a
fully-empowered Senosi couldn’t rip them apart. Not without
alerting the guards at the end of the hall, anyway.

“What if Ayrael is right?” Kaseya whispered
into the long pause. “What if Nol Krovos isn’t worth saving?”

I sighed. “Please tell me you have an actual
plan for getting out of here besides wallowing in uncertainty.”

“If Zalheer had still been with us on the
transport, the Matriarch would have ordered the fleet to sink our
ship,” Kaseya said as if she hadn’t heard me. “She never would have
allowed us to explain ourselves.”

I leaned my forehead against the bars of the
cell, resisting the impulse to twitch my thumb and activate my bond
ring. Flooding my head with her emotions right now would only make
this more difficult.

“It’s hard to know anything for certain,” I
said. “I’m honestly surprised they let us blaspheme as long as they
did. I really thought the Matriarch was going to rebel against the
Mosh’Dalar and make some kind of deal with us. She’s clearly shaken
by this prophecy.”

“You mean the one that states how Red here is
the only one who can defeat Ayrael?” Valuri asked.

“And that in doing so, Kaseya will throw the
island into chaos.” I pursed my lips. “Given the choice, powerful
people will always choose to protect their power above all else. We
saw that over and over again in Vorsalos. It’s better to be the
captain of a sinking ship than a deckhand on a sailing one.”

Kaseya shook her head. “That makes no
sense.”

“Power is power, honey, even in paradise,”
Valuri said. She sighed, and her expression softened. It was a rare
sight. “Look, I know you’re disappointed. I know you wanted to
believe that your people could see reason. But I really, really
hope you didn’t tell us to stand down just because you’re
upset.”

“I will not attack my amazon sisters,” Kaseya
said. “Not now, not ever.”

“Then I guess we’re fucked.” Valuri swore
under her breath. “We really should have left Highwind when we had
the chance. We could have been lounging around in Falcon Ridge by
now…”

Kaseya paused again before she eventually
slouched back against the bars. “Lysara may not even believe I am
the Daughter of Destiny. She changed her mind when Ayrael turned
against her. She probably only gave me the title to save face.
Otherwise the moshalim would look foolish.”

“Yet another reason not to rely on the whims
of prophecy,” Valuri muttered.

“Or perhaps they’ve simply misinterpreted the
warnings,” Kaseya said. “What if my sister is the Daughter of
Destiny and the Betrayer? What if she will save the island
by destroying it?”

I inhaled sharply, and I leaned up so quickly
I accidentally bashed my head against the bars. What if everyone
has been misinterpreting this prophecy the whole time?

“Are you all right?” Val asked. “I’ve seen
that face before…”

I licked at my lips and wished my hands were
free to rub my throbbing skull. “I’m fine,” I murmured. “But I
think Kaseya’s right: we’ve been looking at this the wrong
way.”

Both girls stared at me, confused. I wanted
to explain it to them, but a few pieces of the puzzle stubbornly
refused to slide into place. With a bit more time, I was convinced
I could figure it all out.

Unfortunately, by then it would almost
certainly be too late.

“Never mind,” I said, glancing over to the
two guards standing neat the door. I was a little surprised they
were even allowing us to speak. They had probably just been given
orders to keep their distance. I couldn’t imagine they had any
reinforcements nearby given the imminent landfall of the
Vorsalosian fleet. Not that it mattered—we weren’t going to be
bursting free of our restraints anytime soon. They weren’t embedded
with vatari crystals to sap away my strength, but they were
reinforced with magic to the point they were virtually unbreakable.
Even with the bolstering presence of the Fount, I doubted I could
muster enough power to melt iron.

“I suppose we should take some solace in the
fact the Mosh’Dalar knows about the Fount,” Valuri murmured into
the silence. “Unless he’s a complete moron—which is still
possible—he’ll at least assign some guards to watch it.”

“In the dreamscape, the cavern entrance was
littered with bodies,” I said. “The amazons won’t be able to defend
it even if they try. There’s no force on this island capable of
stopping Ayrael and her minions.”

“Besides us,” Kaseya said, closing her eyes.
“Besides me.”

Another long silence lingered between us
until I felt a small, almost imperceptible tremor beneath my feet.
I frowned and concentrated until it happened again and again.

“What the hell is that?” I asked.

“Siege weapons, maybe?” Valuri asked.
“Ayrael’s fleet must have finally arrived.”

“The battle has begun,” Kaseya confirmed. “I
can sense the moshalim drawing power from the Fount.”

I grimaced. “Hopefully they’re smart enough
to target the ships and wyverns and not the Senosi. Maybe
they’ll—”

“Fighting has also erupted on Nol Pratos,”
Kaseya interrupted. I could feel her clawing out through the Aether
with her increasingly powerful senses. The close proximity of the
Fount was undoubtedly bolstering her abilities as well. “The rebels
are attempting to break through the Matriarch’s forces. They
possess superior numbers.”

“But no sorcerers,” I said. “When the
moshalim inevitably retaliate, it will be a massacre.”

I swore under my breath. This was so much
worse than I had expected I honestly didn’t know what we would do
even if we miraculously broke free. The three of us couldn’t defeat
a whole fleet of ships, and none of us had the stomach to fight a
bunch of peasants who had effectively been cordoned off into a
slum.

Kaseya’s body abruptly stiffened. “Zor
kalah.”

“What now?”

“She is here.”

“Ayrael?” I asked. “That’s not surprising.
You did sense her back on the—”

“She’s not with the fleet, Jorem,” Kaseya
said, turning to face me. “She is here on the island right
now.”

My jaw sagged. “You’re certain?”

“Her presence is unmistakable,” Kaseya said,
her eyes fluttering back and forth in concentration. “She is
approaching the heart of the city from the south right now. I sense
several other Senosi with her.”

“How in the bloody hell did they slip past
the blockade?” Valuri asked.

Kaseya shook her head. “I do not know.”

“Well, shit,” Val grumbled. “If she’s not
even bothering to lead their forces at sea…”

“Then it means everything else is just a
distraction,” I finished for her. “Son of a bitch. She’s not going
to bother burning the fleet and stomping your army—she’s heading
straight for the damn Fount!”

My words hung in the air like a fetid wind as
we slowly began to realize just how badly we had failed. All the
sacrifices we had made just to reach Nol Krovos, all the efforts we
had made to try and warn them about what was coming…

And now, at the end, none of it would make a
damn bit of difference. It was as if we had jumped into game of
krisark with only a third of our pieces. This battle was over
before it had begun.

What if everyone has been misinterpreting
this prophecy the whole time?

“Well, Red,” Valuri muttered, “if you have a
secret plan to get us out of here, now is the time.”

“I do not,” Kaseya whispered.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so. Remind me to
never—”

The main prison door abruptly opened, and all
three of us turned and listened as booted footfalls echoed down the
stairwell. The guards turned, apparently just as surprised as we
were to have a visitor, and they lowered their spears and took a
step away from the archway before the mysterious newcomer stepped
into the light. She was tall and fully armored, but it was her
familiar brown eyes that made my heart skip a beat.

“I need to speak with the prisoners,” Hestiah
said. “They may possess important information about our
attackers.”

The guards shared a quick glance. “No one is
allowed to be down here, my lady. Please, return to your post.”

Hestiah scowled and stopped in front of them.
“I don’t have time to argue! Our sisters are dying out there, and
these mainlanders can help!”

“The Matriarch’s orders were quite clear,”
the first guard said as she gripped her spear more tightly. “Leave.
We will not ask again.”

“Fine,” Hestiah said with a sigh. “Then I
apologize for what must be done.”

She grabbed the spear of the amazon on the
right, jerked the woman forward, and placed a slender blade at her
throat. The other guard leapt back several feet and lowered her
weapon, but she didn’t advance.

“I have no desire to kill one of my
sisters-in-arms,” Hestiah said, snatching up the cell keys with her
free hand. “But if you do not release the prisoners right now, I
will have no choice but to send you to the abyss.”

“Traitor!” the free woman hissed.

“The only traitors here are the ones who
would willingly imprison the Vaer Tal’Shira,” Hestiah said.
“Go and open those cells. Now!”

The amazon clutched her weapon more tightly.
“I would rather die than dishonor myself!”

Hestiah sighed. “I’m afraid you have already
done that.”

Rearing back, she slammed her hostage into
the nearby wall then lashed out with a high, arching kick so
dexterous it made my groin ache just watching it. Hestiah became a
blur of movement, and a few seconds later she was standing over two
pummeled, insensate bodies. She rushed towards us a moment later,
keys at the ready.

“Hestiah…” Kaseya gasped as her cell swung
open. “Why?”

“I do not claim to understand what is
happening,” her friend said, “but I trust my sword-sister with my
life.”

Smiling, Kaseya grabbed the other woman by
the cheeks and kissed her. They held on to each other so long I was
tempted to clear my throat and remind them they weren’t alone. But
eventually they parted, and Hestiah opened my cell and removed the
shackles from my wrists.

“How did you manage to get in here?” I asked,
rubbing at my sore wrists. “I thought all the amazons were out
guarding the shore.”

“They are,” she confirmed. “But when you
never arrived I knew something wrong. I tried to find the
Matriarch, but she wasn’t there, either.”

“What?” Kaseya asked. “Where is she?”

“I do not know, but she and the Mosh’Dalar
were together. I can only assume they returned to Nol Pratos, but I
do not understand why.”

“There’re not on Nol Pratos,” I said, rubbing
at my wrists. “I’d bet anything they’re at the Fount right
now.”

Hestiah shook her head. “The Fount?”

“The entire reason Ayrael is here,” Kaseya
said. “We don’t have time to explain the details, but my sister
believes she has found a way to destroy the source of our power.
She cannot be allowed to prevail.”

“Then we should return to the shore as
quickly as possible,” Hestiah said. “The blockade is holding, but
with your help we could—”

“Ayrael is already here,” Kaseya interrupted.
“I don’t know how, but she has landed on the island without anyone
being the wiser. We need to stop her.”

Hestiah blinked, a dozen different questions
flickering across her face. But her loyalty to Kaseya quickly
overwhelmed her confusion, and she took in a deep breath and
nodded. “I will fight at your side, from now until we return to the
gods. Just tell me what I need to do.”

Kaseya squeezed the other woman’s arm. “For
now, just follow us. I believe it is time for me to face my
destiny. One way or another.”
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When we emerged from the prison, I feared
that we would have to fight our way past even more amazons and
moshalim before we could actually go after Ayrael. But
Hestiah was right that every available warrior had already been
deployed on the shore or on Nol Pratos, so the city was practically
empty. The children and the elderly had locked themselves in their
homes, and the laborers were nowhere to be seen. The emptiness was
almost eerie, and the gathering clouds on the horizon made it even
worse. The bustling, sun-kissed paradise we had strolled through
just yesterday had transformed into a gray, shadowy ghost town.

“So if you don’t even know what the
Fount is, I assume you can’t tell us where it is either,”
Valuri grumbled as we moved.

“I cannot,” Hestiah lamented.

“Assuming my vision was accurate, it’s not
far from the shoreline,” I said.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re on a
bloody island. Being ‘near the shore’ doesn’t exactly narrow things
down.”

“You’re the one who eats magic,” I reminded
her. “Can’t you trace the power to its source?”

“Can a dog find a single piece of meat inside
a butcher’s shop?” she countered.

“I don’t know, probably. Are you a dog in
this scenario?”

“Oh, shut the fuck—”

“Ayrael must be headed in that direction, and
I can still sense her presence,” Kaseya interrupted before Val and
I choked each other. “This way.”

As she led us through the city, I did my best
to mentally prepare myself for the battle to come. We had defeated
Ayrael back in the mountains abount a month ago, and we had
defeated several Senosi back in Highwind just a few weeks ago. But
fighting them all at once…

Well, it wasn’t going to be easy, to put it
mildly. And even if we somehow won and defended the Fount, there
was still the question of the Vorsalosian fleet and the army of
peasants from Nol Pratos. What in the abyss were we supposed to do
about all of that? How were we going to survive the wrath of the
Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar?

As you’re so fond of telling Kaseya, it’s
time to focus on one existential crisis at a time.

A cold raindrop pelted my face as we jogged
through the market square, and the drizzle wasted little time
evolving into a downpour. Even the wind picked up; the gusts became
strong enough to catch Kaseya’s ponytail and flutter the long folds
of my cloak.

“As far as bad omens go, this one might be a
little too on the nose,” I said, shielding my eyes against the
rain.

“I thought you said the Fount was somewhere
on the shore?” Valuri asked.

“It is.”

“Then why is Red leading us up there?”

I shielded my eyes against the rain and
looked up at the long, winding staircase ahead of us. At the top of
the hill was an immaculate, splendorous building crowned by four
silver spires. It looked remarkably like one of the elven
structures I had seen in a painting at Telanya’s estate back in
Highwind.

I would have gladly taken a few seconds to
appreciate its beauty if not for the corpses scattered about the
top of the hill.

“Zor kalah,” Hestiah whispered. “The
moshalim...”

Even from this distance, their cause of death
was obvious. Most of the bodies still had crossbow bolts jutting
out of them, and the few that didn’t were lying in rain-diluted
pools of blood. Judging from the scorch marks on the steps, they
had attempted to defend themselves with magic…and had quickly
learned the true power of the Senosi.

“Ayrael is inside the temple,” Kaseya said,
her eyes narrowed.

I bit down on my lip. “How many
moshalim are normally here?”

“Most will have already been deployed with
the fleet or on Nol Pratos,” Hestiah said.

Valuri shook her head. “Why would she bother
attacking the temple when she could just go and destroy the Fount?
It doesn’t make any sense.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I whispered. What were we
missing?

“Whether we stop her here or at the Fount
makes no difference,” Kaseya said. “Come on.”

Once we were halfway up the steps, I risked a
quick glance towards the northern horizon. The battle on the sea
was finally visible from this altitude, though the rolling fog and
billowing clouds of smoke made discerning specific details
virtually impossible. Brief flashes of light punctuated the fiery
detonations of magic, and every once in a while I would catch a
glimpse of a burning ship lurching listlessly across the waves. The
strange part was that I didn’t see any wyverns. I wondered what
they were—

“Look out!” Hestiah warned.

I heard the wyvern before I saw it. A deep,
bellowing roar thundered just above us, and I actually lost my
balance and toppled onto the steps before I had a chance to glance
back over my shoulder. The dragon-like beast dipped low enough that
I could actually see into its disgusting maw, and for an instant I
thought it might attack us directly. But then I belatedly realized
it had already dropped its payload at the base of the winding
staircase below. The magically-reinforced troop crate shattered,
and several dozen creatures burst out from the wreckage. Not
Vorsalosian soldiers—creatures.

Specifically, the hulking, ten-foot tall cave
trolls common to the Shattered Peaks.

“Oh, bloody hell…” I swore.

The monsters scattered the instant they were
free. Half started rampaging through the lower city, apparently
determined to inflict as much damage as possible while on a quest
for food. The rest charged up the steps directly towards us.

Swearing again, I reached out to the Aether
and conjured a thick wall of fire about a dozen steps below me,
hoping to block off their path and force them to go around. But
apparently they were so hungry—or so stupid—that they rushed
through the roaring flames instead. Arrows and crossbow whipped
past my shoulder as all three women fired down at the encroaching
monsters, and between their deadly aim and my fireballs we severely
thinned the herd.

Two survivors pressed on, however, and the
pounding rain extinguished the flames searing their flesh. When the
first one lurched towards me, I switched up my tactics to account
for all the water. Sparks of lightning leapt from my fingertips,
striking the beast in the torso and freezing it in place when the
electrical current jolted through its limbs. The women didn’t waste
any time—the troll quickly became a pincushion of arrows and bolts,
and it tumbled back down the stairs in a gurgling heap.

Unfortunately, the last one couldn’t be
stopped so easily. It rushed up the other side of the stairs, its
disgusting, mottled flesh melting off its bones even as it slashed
wildly with its claws. I backpedaled as quickly as I could, but I
tripped and fell onto my ass just as it lunged in for the kill.

I shrieked in terror, fully expecting to have
my face ripped off, before a red streak burst into the corner of my
vision. Kaseya intercepted the troll’s attacks with her shield then
flipped away and smashed it in the jaw. After a few surgical
strikes with her sword—and several more arrows from Hestiah and
Valuri—the beast toppled back down the steps to join its
incinerated comrades. The stench of scorched flesh was so vile I
honestly wondered if it would kill me faster than
overchanneling.

“We have plenty more where those came from,”
a voice called down from the top of the steps. “They’re disgusting
creatures, but they will serve their purpose. Not unlike the
wyverns or the Roskarim.”

I rolled back to my feet and wiped the rain
out of my eyes. Ayrael was standing there at the top of the steps,
her sword impaled through the chest of another moshalim. She
was carrying him around like a hog on a stick.

“You disappoint me again, sister,” she said.
“I thought you would be here. With all that you’ve learned, I
honestly wondered whether you would defend the moshalim
temple or not.”

She jerked her sword forward, and the corpse
slid off the tip and toppled unceremoniously down the stairs. By
the time it stopped a few feet in front of us, I was finally able
to identify the body.

Mosh’Dalar Tanathel.

“No…” Hestiah hissed. “You will pay for
this!”

Before any of us could move, she nocked an
arrow and fired. Her aim was true; despite the gusts of wind, the
arrow streaked directly at Ayrael’s forehead. But an instant before
her skull was split cleanly in two, she caught the shaft in mid-air
with her free hand.

My jaw sagged. I had seen Valuri accomplish
some pretty remarkable feats after she had just fed. Leaping up
onto rooftops, sprinting across a street in the blink of an eye,
regenerating from wounds that would killed a troll, let alone a
human…

But I doubted that even she could have
reacted so quickly. We were only about a hundred feet away, and the
arrow had been in the air for less than a second. Even a Sol-Shira
monk couldn’t pull that off.

“The only traitors here are the frauds who
lived in this temple,” Ayrael said, snapping the arrow in half and
tossing it to the ground. “But like all wicked men, their arrogance
and complacency will be their undoing. The fires of justice will
purge them from history.”

I glanced behind her to the rising column of
black smoke billowing out of the temple. Had she really come here
first purely out of spite? If so, it might have been our first
genuine stroke of luck since we had arrived on the island. We could
theoretically stop her before she ever had a chance to corrupt the
Fount.

“Betrayer,” Hestiah growled. “The Vaer
Tal’Shira will make you pay for this!”

Ayrael snorted. “But when I was born, the
Mosh’Dalar claimed that I was the Daughter of Destiny, don’t
you remember? Would a true prophet—a true conduit to the gods—have
to change his mind again and again and again?”

“You can still surrender, sister,” Kaseya
said as she dragged her eyes from Tanathel’s corpse and slowly
ascended the steps one by one. The rain pattered against her blade
and washed the last of the troll’s blood from the tip. “You know we
have the power to defeat you.”

“And I have the power to destroy your
friend,” Ayrael countered, gesturing towards Valuri. “The Mark of
the Huntress is more than just a gift of power—it is a pledge of
duty and obedience. But unlike those who wear the tan-ratha
collar around her necks, we serve a worthy mistress.”

She opened her hand, and Valuri shrieked in
pain and collapsed onto the steps. The glow of her tattoos changed
from bright green to a dark red, and her arms began convulsing like
she was possessed.

“Jorem!” she cried out. “Jorem,
I….arrgggh!”

When I reflexively lunged forward, Ayrael
thrust out her sword.

“That’s close enough,” she warned. “I would
rather not damage my mistress’s prize any more than absolutely
necessary. I want her face and body intact when we hang her from
the Castarium ramparts.”

“Ayrael, listen to me,” Kaseya pleaded. “We
know the truth about Lysara and Zalheer. We know all about the
Fount and its power. The Matriarch mistreated you.”

“‘Mistreated?’” Ayrael hissed. “I was
betrayed, sister. We all were! We still are!”

“Lysara will answer for her crimes,” Kaseya
said. “So will everyone else who helped her conceal the truth. But
you can’t seriously believe that destroying Nol Krovos is the
answer.”

“You really don’t understand yet, do you? The
Inquisitrix isn’t going to destroy Nol Krovos—she is going to
save it. She is going to save us. The blood of the
moshalim will spill across the island, and it will wash away
the sins of the Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar and every other
monster who has lied to us for generations!”

“You are mad,” Hestiah hissed.

“And you are ignorant,” Ayrael snapped back.
“But that’s all about to change. The purification has already
begun. The true power of the Fount will be unleashed, and this
world will be changed forever.”

A terrified knot twisted in the pit of my
stomach as all my sneaking suspicions—all my nightmare
scenarios—finally congealed into a single horrible realization.

“Escar’s mercy,” I breathed. “You weren’t the
one I saw in that cavern. You weren’t the one attacking the
Fount.”

Kaseya frowned. “Jorem?”

“Ayrael isn’t alone,” I said, struggling to
swallow the rising lump of terror in my throat. “The
Inquisitrix…she’s here too, isn’t she?”

Ayrael smiled. “Even if you kill me, you’re
too late to stop the reckoning. Nol Krovos will be cleansed, and
our abandoned sisters will have their vengeance.”

“I don’t understand,” Kaseya whispered. “How
will collapsing the Three Corridors help anyone? How will it
cleanse anything?”

“You will find out soon enough, sister. I
promise.”

“Get to the Fount,” Valuri rasped, still
paralyzed. The red glow of her tattoos seemed to be growing more
intense by the second. “She’s just trying to stall us!”

“I’m not leaving you behind,” I insisted.
“Not this time.”

Ayrael lifted her sword in a mock salute.
“You have no idea how much I’ve longed for this moment,
sister.”

“We shall take her together,” Hestiah said.
“Just like back in Vorsalos.”

“No,” Kaseya said, shaking her head. “You
need to get a message to the commanders on the shore. Tell them to
send every warrior they can spare to the guard the Fount. Whatever
the Matriarch brought with her won’t be enough.”

“But—”

“Go,” Kaseya insisted. “We’ll catch up with
you soon.”

Hestiah paused for a moment, but her respect
for her friend eventually outweighed her hatred of Ayrael. After
tossing a final glance at both of us, she rushed back down the
steps and disappeared into the city.

“The Tal’Shira sisters, reunited on Nol
Krovos at last,” Ayrael sneered, twirling her weapon. “Come. Let us
embrace destiny together.”

Kaseya charged before I could stop her. She
flipped up onto the platform at the top of the stairs, somehow
keeping her balance despite the slick, rain-covered stones. The
ringing clash of their swords echoed off the walls of the
smoldering temple, and sparks sprayed from the enchanted steel.
Ayrael countered the assault with practiced ease, forcing Kaseya
back onto the defensive almost immediately. But as they whirled
back and forth, it quickly became apparent that they were more
evenly matched than when I had first seen them duel back in
Highwind. For all her strength and speed, Ayrael was no longer an
invincible juggernaut; Kaseya had an answer for every thrust, every
parry, and every feint. My previously untrained eye recognized
several of the Dal’Rethi techniques from Zalheer’s stone. Her
dizzying dance was the perfect embodiment of feminine power.
Apparently she was an even faster learner than I thought…or perhaps
the stone was an even more effective teacher.

Having already watched them duel twice
before, I knew how easily I could become mesmerized by the fluid,
deadly grace of their movements. But I had no intention of settling
this with swordplay. Reaching out through the Aether, I focused on
my bond with Kaseya and tried to identify the weaknesses in
Ayrael’s defenses—

“No!” she yelled, leaping away from Kaseya
and thrusting out her hand. Valuri shrieked again, and her body
began convulsing as if she were being electrocuted. “No more
cheating, sister. If you wish to face me, you will do so
alone.”

Kaseya retreated a few steps before she
glanced back over her shoulder. “I will handle her, Jorem.”

I forcibly dragged my eyes away from Valuri’s
pained grimace. “You can’t be serious.”

“This is my fight,” Kaseya said, shifting to
a two-handed grip on her sword. “It always has been.”

“Dammit, Red,” Valuri hissed through clenched
teeth. “Don’t be stupid.”

“It’s not stupidity,” Ayrael replied, her
lips curling into dark smile. “It’s amazonian honor.”

Val growled under her breath. “Same fucking
thing.”

I shook my head and bit down on my lip. No
matter how much Kaseya had closed the gap with her sister’s skill,
in the long-term she was still no match for Ayrael’s Fount-enhanced
strength and speed. I couldn’t let her do this, but I also couldn’t
risk anything happening to Valuri. I needed another option…

And I found it resting upon the temple
steps.

“You want to do this without magic? Fine.” I
shuffled down the steps and retrieved a sword from one of the
fallen amazon warriors. “But I’m not going to let you fight her
alone.”

Kaseya and Valuri both looked at me like I
had completely lost my mind. Ayrael looked at me like a little girl
who had just opened her birthday present.

“You never told me your Maskari was a
warrior,” she said, snickering as I awkwardly gripped the blade and
stepped up onto the platform.

“He’s full of surprises,” Kaseya muttered. I
could feel her concern through our bond, but I did my best to send
soothing thoughts in return. They were all bullshit, of course—I
was fucking terrified. But apparently it was time to put the powers
of that Dal’Rethi stone to the test.

“As one,” I said, standing shoulder to
shoulder.

Kaseya smiled. “As one.”

We moved. It would have been a laughable
exaggeration to claim that I knew what I was doing; I basically
rushed forward and wobbled the sword in front of me in the hopes it
would keep Ayrael from spearing me through the heart. The blade was
a lot heavier than I’d imagined, and I was a lot less coordinated
than I’d hoped. I had no right swinging a dinner fork, let alone a
three-foot wedge of serrated steel.

But somehow I survived the first few seconds.
Ayrael sensed my obvious weakness, and she slashed and thrust in my
direction at every opportunity. I managed to parry or dodge her
attacks, however, and each time I did so she left herself exposed.
Kaseya scored a series of minor nicks, enough to draw thin lines of
blood on Ayrael’s bicep and waist—at least until her Senosi
regeneration kicked in.

Still, the fact that I had been useful at all
was nothing short of miraculous, and it wasn’t until I had survived
a few more attacks that I realized my feet and hands were acting
almost completely independently of my body. I didn’t
consciously know what I was doing, but somehow I was
mimicking the maneuvers I had seen in the stone. I wasn’t fighting
to win—I was fighting to protect and support my partner. I was
fighting like I was a part of a team.

Mas’Kari.

The elven word echoed through my head as I
lunged forward, piercing Ayrael’s armored skirt and drawing another
line of blood. Flames were roaring out of the temple windows now,
and the billowing curtains of black smoke had started burning my
lungs. Yet somehow, I still felt more energized than ever
before.

Kaseya and I pressed our advantage, and as we
grew more coordinated and more confident we soon had Ayrael
completely on the defensive. Despite her superior strength and
speed—despite her seemingly infinite Senosi power—she couldn’t
handle both of us at once. The Aether flowed through our bond,
bolstering our attacks and perfectly synchronizing our movements.
We eventually drove the Hand of the Inquisitrix all the way back to
the temple steps, and she lost her balance on one of the slick
stones. The stumble only cost her a fraction of a second, but it
was more than enough. Kaseya lunged forward and exploited the brief
opening, kicking Ayrael flat against the steps and then battering
the blade from her grip. The sword speared into the soft ground a
few yards away.

“It’s over, sister,” Kaseya said, placing the
tip of her blade at the other woman’s throat.

Ayrael continued breathing heavily for
several seconds before she finally grunted and smiled. “Apparently
the old man wasn’t useless after all. At least he taught you
something before he died.”

“Please…don’t make me kill you. There must be
another way!”

“There isn’t,” Ayrael spat. “Look around,
Kaseya. Nol Krovos is already lost. The moshalim drown in
the sea and there is nothing you can do about it.”

“Call off the attack,” Kaseya said. “Stop
this madness before it’s too late.”

Ayrael sighed and slowly shook her head. “I
never would have thought it possible. You know the truth, but you
refuse to acknowledge it. The Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar do not
deserve your loyalty, sister. They used us! They manipulated
us!”

“You don’t think the Inquisitrix is
manipulating you?” Valuri asked as she crawled to her feet. Her
tattoos were still glowing red, but she seemed to have regained a
small semblance of control. “Her crusade against magic has been a
lie right from the beginning. She’s a bloody sorceress! This is
about power, pure and simple.”

“Yes, it is,” Ayrael said. “Power for the
right people. People for our people.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said.
“Destroying the Fount won’t make sorcerers any less corrupt. It
will just rid the world of priests and wizards.”

“Who said anything about destroying the
Fount?” Ayrael scoffed and shook her head. “Zalheer might have
recognized the Matriarch’s corruption, but he was still an old
fool. My mistress explored the world just as he did. She studied
every channeling tradition from the Dragon Brides of Narthil to the
wizard-kings of Ram’Kahen. But no matter where she went, no matter
how far she traveled, she realized there was one inescapable truth:
wherever men wield power, they abuse it. Their tyranny must
come to an end.”

My throat went dry. “The Inquisitrix doesn’t
just want to collapse the Three Corridors. She thinks she can
become them.”

Kaseya shook her head. “I do not
understand.”

“She wants to become the only source of
power—one universal Corridor through which every priest and wizard
in the world will have to draw from the Aether.”

“In other words,” Valuri whispered, “she
wants to become a god.”

Ayrael smiled. “Like I said, you battle
forces you do not comprehend. For Nol Krovos to live, the
moshalim must die. I will start by purging yours.”

I felt a surge in the Aether a split second
before the ground trembled from a distant explosion. I lost my
balance, and in that instant Ayrael struck. She kicked Kaseya in
the chest, knocking her halfway across the platform, and then
plucked a small throwing knife from the small scabbard on her leg.
Ayrael hurled the tiny blade at me before I could react. The
vatari-coated steel pierced my magical defenses with ease, and it
sliced through my left shoulder just a few inches above my heart.
The pain was so instantaneous and so overwhelming I was surprised I
didn’t lose consciousness. The force of the impact knocked me flat
on my back, and my skull cracked the stone so hard I nearly blacked
out.

“Jorem!”

I felt more than heard Kaesya launch herself
at Ayrael. Their swords clashed as loudly as the rolling thunder,
and even as my strength waned I focused all my remaining energy
through our bond. At this point I didn’t even care if the pain
overwhelmed me. All that mattered as helping Kaseya survive.

Mas’Kari.

This time, their movements were less of a
dance than a frantic, furious blur of movement. Kaseya seemed twice
as fast as before, and her Dal’Rethi techniques evened the odds.
Once again she put Ayrael on the defensive, and once again she
drove her sister back to the steps…

But this time, Kaseya was the one to stumble.
My heart froze in my chest as she slipped down to a knee, and every
millisecond passed like an eternity as Ayrael’s sword swept in for
the kill. A scream left my lips in anticipation of blood—

And then a crossbow bolt struck Ayrael in the
arm. She shrieked in surprise as her swing arced wide of its
target, and her blue eyes gaped in horror at the quarrel jutting
out of her bicep. She had just enough time to turn and scowl at
Valuri before Kaseya regained her balance and plunged her sword
through her sister’s chest.

They landed on top of each other on the
steps, their faces less than an inch apart. Blood hemorrhaged from
Ayrael’s lips, and the flames of the burning temple reflected in
her glassy eyes. She placed her hand on her sister’s cheek, smiled
through the blood, and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

And then she was gone.

I laid there frozen, the rain pummeling the
stones around me, unable to even muster the energy to heal myself
until I felt Valuri’s hand on my arm. She applied pressure to stop
the bleeding while I channeled a burst of restorative magic into
the wound. Kaseya still hadn’t moved by the time I had numbed the
worst of the pain.

“We need to get to the Fount,” I said,
dragging myself to a knee. “I don’t think we have much time.”

Kaseya ran a hand through her sister’s blonde
hair. I could see her fingers trembling, and the flood of emotions
rushing through our bond was so intense I feared I would be dragged
under with them. But rather than deactivate the ring I decided to
stand my ground and try to help her instead. She needed me more
than ever right now.

“An shari la,” Kaseya whispered,
kissing Ayrael’s forehead and then leaning the body on the steps.
She glanced up at the temple as the blaze intensified despite the
rain. At this point, there was nothing anyone could do to stop the
devastation.

“Come on, Red,” Valuri said, touching the
amazon’s shoulder. Her voice was as soft as I had ever heard it.
“We still have work to do.”

Kaseya slowly stood and stared down at the
pommel of the sword still jutting out of her sister. Rather than
remove the blade, she leaned down and retrieved Ayrael’s
instead.

“This way,” Kaseya whispered. “It is time to
finish this.”
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Kaseya silently led us towards the shore as
if she were in a trance. I didn’t dare speak, and neither did Val.
What could we have possibly said? What could we have possibly
done?

I tried to keep myself focused on the task at
hand. Even from our vantage point along the hills at the edge of
the city, I couldn’t tell whether or not the amazons were holding
their own against the Vorsalosian fleet. All I knew for certain was
that the smoke and fog were nearly impenetrable, and I still heard
the roar of the occasional wyvern in the darkness.

How many people are out there dying right
now? How many more will die before this is over?

Of all the scenarios we had imagined on our
long trip from Highwind, I had never once considered that the
Inquisitrix would dare lead this attack herself. Then again, we had
been so utterly wrong about everything that it probably shouldn’t
have been much of a surprise.

“The entrance should be on the other side of
this hill,” Kaseya said, finally breaking the long silence.

“Do you sense any Senosi?” Valuri asked.

“I cannot sense anything beside the Fount.
Its power shrouds everything.”

I nodded grimly. I could feel it too even
without concentrating on our bond. I could channel so much power
right now that the wound in my shoulder—a nasty gash that should
have taken days to fully mend even with magic—had already been
reduced to a tiny, painless scar. I honestly wondered if it was
even possible for me to overchannel in such a place. I would have
been a lot more enamored by the prospect if it didn’t mean that our
enemy would be bolstered as well.

“I’d bet anything the Inquisitrix is already
inside,” Valuri said. “I wish we had a plan.”

“The plan is to stop her,” Kaseya said. “At
any cost.”

“Sorry, I meant I wish we had a real
plan.” Val sighed and glanced down at her crossbow. “I’ll be
completely worthless to you in there. The Inquisitrix will be able
to paralyze me with a flick of her wrist. And no offense, Red, but
you’ll never get close enough to her to use that sword of
yours.”

Kaseya squeezed the grip of Ayrael’s
immaculate blade. “We shall see.”

We reached the entrance less than a minute
later, and I paused for a moment when I realized it was the exact
same haunting visage I had seen in the dreamscape. The ancient
stones, the buried path, the shroud of eerie blue light…

And most disturbingly of all, the bodies.

“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed.

Yet again I nearly choked on the bile in my
throat. Unlike in my vision, the faces of the dead weren’t shrouded
in shadow. I recognized most of the women from our brief visit to
the throne room—they were the Matriarch’s golden-armored guardians.
Their spears were shattered, their shields were broken, and their
throats were slashed open like they had been mauled by wild beasts.
I might have even believed that if the bodies of the nearby
moshalim weren’t riddled with crossbow bolts.

“Wait,” Valuri warned, throwing an arm across
my chest. “There are more Senosi hiding here somewhere. They’ll be
waiting for reinforcements.”

I paused and squinted back down at the cave
mouth. There weren’t many places to hide along the shoreline aside
from a few boulders and rock piles, but she was probably right. The
Senosi wouldn’t just leave their mistress unguarded.

“If we draw them out, Kaseya and I can handle
them,” I said. “If anything, the Fount’s power will—”

Another tremor shook the island, and this
time it lasted long enough that I actually fell to a knee. When I
closed my eyes, I could feel the waves of Aetheric power rippling
out of the cave.

“We don’t have time for another fight,”
Valuri said, pursing her lips. “You two head inside and see what
you can do. I’ll stay out here and give you cover.”

I shook my head. “If we’re doing this, we’re
doing it as a team.”

“Don’t be stupid,” she chided. “I already
told you I’ll be useless in there, but I can hold my own again
other Senosi.”

“For all we know there could be a dozen
Huntresses hiding around here!”

“There’s nowhere for that many of them to
hide. Besides, horrible odds will just make things more
interesting.” She forced a tight smile and squeezed my arm. “You
know I’d love to help you take that bitch down more than anyone,
but I’m smart enough to realize I’d only be a liability. Go—I’ll be
fine.”

I looked deep into her green eyes.
Intellectually, I knew she was right. Emotionally, on the other
hand…

“Don’t do anything stupid,” I said, squeezing
her hand. “Retreat back along the shore if you have to—Hestiah
should be coming with reinforcements at some point.”

“I’ll be fine,” Valuri promised. She planted
a kiss on my lips, then leaned over and did the same with Kaseya.
“Now go and pull of some more of your Maskari bullshit
before I change my mind.”

Drawing her crossbows, she turned and raced
down the hill. No one shot at her right away, but she made herself
as tempting a target as possible.

“All right,” I said, taking a deep breath and
wrapping myself in a protective barrier. “Here goes nothing.”

We rushed down the other side of the hill
towards the cave mouth, and by the time we reached the entrance I
heard the click of crossbow bolts followed by the screams of
battle. Every fiber in my being was telling me to go and help
Valuri, but every second we wasted here could literally determine
the fate of the world as we knew it.

No pressure.

We dashed inside. The cavern was deep, but
mercifully the passageways weren’t littered with more bodies or
guarded by more Senosi. Every time we turned a corner I expected a
dozen Huntresses to leap out at us, but the otherworldly hum of the
crystals embedded in the wall was almost as disturbing. Once again,
everything was identical to my vision in the dreamscape…and once
again, the similarities filled me with dread.

We had almost reached the central chamber by
the time voices started echoing down the passageway. Kaseya
clutched her sword more tightly, and I reached out through our bond
and further bolstered our defenses. Just like I’d expected, the
Aether was so strong here that I didn’t feel the slightest tingle
from overchanneling. If I’d had this kind of power back at
Icewatch, I could have taken out the whole bloody Roskarim army
myself…

When we finally rounded the last corner, I
braced myself even though the dreamscape had already told me
exactly what we were going to see: a “forest” of enormous glowing
crystals, a shallow pool of shimmering liquid, and a tall,
statuesque figure I had mistakenly confused for Ayrael in my
vision.

The Inquisitrix.

I swallowed and clutched my hands at my side.
I had only ever seen this woman from a distance in Vorsalos, but
her sleek, blade-covered battle-robe was even more intimidating in
person. As always, her face was concealed behind a featureless
silver mask, and the white streaks in her red hair were the only
clues hinting at her true age. She was unarmed aside from the
dagger-like claws protruding from the fingers of her gauntlets, but
I could sense her power burning in the Aether.

There weren’t any Senosi nearby, but the
Inquisitrix wasn’t alone. Hanging from the largest crystal in the
water, her limbs restrained by glowing bands of Aetheric energy,
was Matriarch Lysara.

“The prodigal sister returns,” the
Inquisitrix said in a cold, dark voice that made my hair prickle
and my skin crawl. “So strong, so fearless… so utterly
ignorant.”

A cold shudder rippled down my spine. I had
spent virtually my entire life being terrified of this woman,
though in practice she had always been more of a specter than a
real, tangible threat. I had feared the Senosi far more than their
mistress, given that they were the ones who had actually chased me.
But seeing her here in the flesh—and sensing her phenomenal power
through the Aether—sent a petrified ripple through my entire
body.

“Kaseya…?” Matriarch Lysara rasped. Her face
was badly swollen, and her eyes were barely visible behind the
bruises and blood. “Kaseya, is that you?”

“Your savior is here,” the Inquisitrix said.
“And she wields the sword of her sister.”

Lysara laughed bitterly. “I told you she
would come. The Betrayer could not stop the Vaer
Tal’Shira!”

“No, she couldn’t,” Kaseya said. “Not without
our help.”

The Matriarch’s smile was slowly replaced by
confusion. “What?”

Kaseya visibly steeled herself and stepped
into the room, Ayrael’s sword clutched tightly in a two-handed
grip. “You said yourself that the Mosh’Dalar’s vision was perfectly
clear: the Daughter of Destiny will return and destroy the
Betrayer. But her rage is the harbinger of ruin, and her wrath
shall user in a new age of despair.”

I turned and frowned, wondering where in the
hell she was going with this…and then suddenly—finally—the
last piece of the puzzle slid into place.

What if everyone has been misinterpreting
this prophecy the whole time?

“Ayrael wasn’t the Betrayer,” I whispered, as
much to myself as to anyone else. “And Kaseya…Kaseya isn’t the
Daughter of Destiny.”

The Inquisitrix finally turned to face us. I
could see the amused glimmer in the blue eyes beneath her mask.

“We’ve been misinterpreting this prophecy all
along,” I went on, turning to the Matriarch. “Ayrael didn’t betray
your people—she was betrayed by them. She was betrayed by
you.”

“And she was not the first,” Kaseya said.
“There was another: a young, gifted woman who was stabbed in the
back by her best friend—a sorceress whose very existence threatened
the rule of the moshalim and brought into question the
entire concept of the amazon’s pledge.”

Kaseya let out a long, slow breath as she
lowered her sword to the ground and stared at the woman in the
silver mask standing in front of her. “You are the real Daughter of
Destiny.

“Marcella.”

The name fell across the room like a shadow.
The air went still, and for a moment I swore that even the crystals
stopped humming.

“No…” the Matriarch rasped. “No, that’s
impossible…”

The Inquisitrix remained still and silent for
several long seconds before she slowly lifted her hand and removed
her silver mask. The face on the other side was that of a
middle-aged woman, her left cheek and forehead scarred by
flame.

“Hello, Lysara,” Marcella said. “It has been
a long time.”

The Matriarch’s skin became so pale she was
difficult to discern from the crystal. “How…?”

“How did I survive the flames?” Marcella
asked. “How did I escape this island prison? As your
moshalim are so fond of saying, the power of the Aether is
infinite. It shielded me when I needed it the most.” She glanced
down at her mask, her eyes narrowing in contempt, before she tossed
it into the shimmering pool. “They would have done the same to
Ayrael, had they ever managed to catch her. They would have tied
her to a raft of straw, pushed her out to sea, and rained flaming
arrows down upon her. A simple pyre isn’t good enough for those of
us ‘tainted’ by the Aether, you see. Even our ashes are too
polluted to remain on Nol Krovos.”

“Marcella,” the Matriarch whispered.
“Marcella, I—”

“No,” the Inquisitrix growled, spinning
about. Lysara’s mouth clamped shut as the air rumbled with
telekinetic energy. “You have spewed enough lies for a dozen
lifetimes. It is time for you to listen.”

The Matriarch’s lip twitched, but she
couldn’t speak. She remained ghostly pale, and I could see her
limbs trembling in fear beneath the glowing bands of energy holding
her in place.

“Since you carry her sword, I assume your
sister is dead,” Marcella said, slowly turning back around.

Kaseya nodded. “Yes.”

“Disappointing…but not unexpected,” the
Inquisitrix murmured. “She willingly chose to face you despite my
warnings. I knew that you and your slave-master had grown powerful,
but Ayrael held out hope until the end. She truly believed she
could make you see reason.”

“There is no reason in this madness,” Kaseya
hissed. “You think you can burn down Nol Krovos in order to save
it?”

The Inquisitrix cocked a red eyebrow. “My
dear girl, why would I possibly want to save it?”

Kaseya’s cheek twitched. “You would punish
all your amazon sisters for the crimes of the Matriarch? For the
crimes of the moshalim?”

“You misunderstand. Once our ‘sisters’ come
to realize their true power, they will have no more need of this
island or the monsters who infest it. They will join me willingly,
and they will help me forge a better world—a just
world—where power is wielded by the righteous rather than the
wicked.”

“If Vorsalos is your vision of that world,
then you can count us out,” I said. “You’ve spent years convincing
everyone from here to Highwind that you are on a grand crusade to
destroy the Aether and punish those who channel its power, but you
don’t care about any of that, do you? Your crusade was never about
order or justice—it was about revenge. Revenge against all
the moshalim who lied to you. Revenge against the people who
shunned you. Revenge against the woman who stole the man you loved
and cast you into the flame.”

“Revenge is justice in its purest
form,” Marcella said. “And there is no justice in this world
besides that which we make for ourselves. If I will not avenge our
fallen sisters, who will? If I will not avenge our lost loves…” She
trailed off and swallowed heavily. “Nol Krovos cannot be saved. The
moshalim cannot be redeemed. They must simply be destroyed
and forgotten. There is no other way.”

I took another step into the room. “Zalheer
wouldn’t agree.”

Now it was her turn to freeze in place. “What
did you say?”

“Zalheer wanted us to stop you,” I said,
sensing an opportunity—perhaps our only opportunity—to gain
an advantage. “He’s the entire reason we’re here. He showed us our
first visions of the Fount, and he believed we were the only ones
who could save it.”

Marcella’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You
spoke with him?”

“Yes, not long after you sent Ayrael to try
and convert him. You might have had better luck if you’d told him
who you really were. He called you the ‘Corruptor.’ He was
convinced you were insane.”

“He wouldn’t…” She trailed off and visibly
steadied herself. “I knew he would be stubborn. If he managed to
survive this long, he had to be. But once I go to him, he
will—”

“He’s dead,” Kaseya said.

Marcella’s face sank. “What?”

“Your ‘Hand’ did such a terrible job of
trying to convert him that he joined us instead,” I told her. “He
died defending Icewatch from all those barbarians you riled
up.”

She took a menacing step forward, and sparks
of electricity crackled at the tips of her gauntlet-covered
fingers. “You lie.”

“I wish we were,” I said. “There was so much
he could have taught us. And maybe if he’d been here right now, he
could have made you see reason.”

Marcella’s eyes stared right through me as if
they could pluck the truth directly from my soul. Perhaps they
could. Her hands began trembling at her sides, and I swore I could
actually feel the ripples of pain shuddering off her.

“You really didn’t know, did you?” I asked.
“You thought you could just club him over the head and bring to
Vorsalos and then reintroduce yourself?”

“He was supposed to have died many decades
ago,” Marcella whispered. “When Ayrael told me the truth, I ordered
her to…”

She grit her teeth and trailed off, and for
reasons I didn’t entirely understand I felt a genuine pang of
sympathy for her. But this woman didn’t deserve my pity. She had
ruled Vorsalos like a tyrant, and she had slaughtered hundreds if
not thousands of innocent people during her rise to power. She and
her Senosi minions had butchered dozens of sorcerers. The
Inquisitrix was a monster, no matter what mask she chose to wear
today.

“We only knew him for a few days, but he
seemed like a good man,” Kaseya said. “And he loved you, right up
until the end.”

“But he wouldn’t have wanted you to do this,”
I added, choosing my words carefully. “He was mad at Lysara, sure,
but he realized that revenge wasn’t the way. He wanted to—”

“Revenge is the only way,” Marcella
growled, her tear-soaked eyes flicking back up to glare at me. “She
is the one who did this to me! She is the one who cast him into
Exile! And it is long past time she paid the price for her
crimes.”

The Inquisitrix stretched out her left hand,
and a jagged torrent of purple-white lightning leapt from her
fingertips. The Matriarch’s screams echoed through the cavern as
the current of electricity jolted through her.

“No!” Kaseya said. “You can’t—!”

The words had barely escaped her lips with
Marcella whipped around and unleashed another torrent from her free
hand. The crackling bolts struck Kaseya’s protective barrier and
shattered it like tiny hammers smashing glass. The amazon cried out
in pain as she flew across the room and crashed into the wall.

“No!” I roared. The Aether surged through me;
my hands burst into flame before I even consciously realized what I
was doing. My body became a living conduit of energy—I had never
been able to harness this much power before, not even when I had
nearly overchanneled myself to death back at Icewatch. I thrust out
my hands and unleashed a cone of fire so blinding it was as if I
had ripped out a piece of the sun.

And it didn’t do a damn thing.

The flames broke over the Inquisitrix like
waves over a boulder, and when she finally turned her attention
upon me they extinguished altogether. I stared down at my hands in
disbelief—how had she countered me so easily?—before a bolt of
lightning suddenly struck me in the chest. My defensive barriers
crumbled as if they weren’t even there. My muscles seized, my skin
burned, and I slammed against the wall so hard I nearly lost
consciousness.

For several long, aching seconds, the only
sound I could hear was the sizzling of my clothing. The smell of
burned flesh flooded my nostrils and nearly suffocated me. It took
all of my strength just to turn my head to Kaseya. She was slumped
against the wall, conscious but still paralyzed from the
assault.

“Maan es kaal,” Lysara said, her voice
weak and quaking. “The gods will punish you for this!”

The Inquisitrix slowly turned back around,
sparks of electricity still crackling up and down her gauntlets.
“Even after all this, you still believe in the useless, silent
specters that offer us nothing and expect everything in return?”
She snorted contemptuously. “There is only one power worthy of
worship in this world, and its will is absolute. The ancient
Avetharri knew this better than anyone. Why worship ghosts when
they could simply harness the power of the Aether instead?”

Marcella pointed a blade-tipped finger at the
glowing crystals festooned about the walls of the cavern. “This
Fount is all that remains of a vast nexus that once spanned
multiple continents. It is unlike anything else in the world, and
before their destruction at the hands of the dragons they created,
the Avetharri entrusted their favored slaves to guard it.”

I clawed my fingers into the dirt and propped
myself up into a crouch. Focusing through the pain, I channeled a
burst of restorative energy through my body and echoed the spell on
Kaseya. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to break our
paralysis.

“Our ancestors eventually proved themselves
to their Dal’Rethi masters,” Marcella went on. “They were trained
as warriors and sorcerers, and they were taught to fight in
pairs—men and women, standing side by side, the protectors of the
one true source of divinity.” She turned and scowled at the
Matriarch. “And over time, our people squandered their gift. The
moshalim perverted our history and twisted facts to meet
their own ends. The Blade Dancers who fought as one—the
Mas’Kari—were transformed into masters and slaves once
again.”

“You can’t bring them back,” I rasped, still
struggling to hold myself upright. “You can’t change the past; you
can’t undo what has already been done.”

“You’re right,” Marcella admitted. “But what
I can do is start over. I can deny the foolish and the wicked their
power. I can ensure that those born with pure souls and noble
hearts will be ascendant…and I can punish anyone who stands in my
way.”

I grit my teeth as I tried and failed to
stand. “You really believe you can collapse the Corridors?”

The Inquisitrix smiled. “One corridor. One
conduit. One pure, cohesive source to harmonize the Aether and
bring order to its currents.”

I swallowed and nearly choked. “You think you
can become a god.”

“Gods are silent and useless,” Marcella said.
“I am neither.”

She reopened her right palm and unleashed a
brilliant, coruscating beam of energy directly into the center of
the crystalline forest. The entire cavern exploded in light as if
the sun itself had just landed on top of us, and the walls began to
glow so intensely I had to shield my eyes with my hands. The
Matriarch let out a horrific shriek, and I actually heard her flesh
sizzle from the raw heat of the crystal. Her body was completely
enveloped in a blinding beam of light…

At which point she literally disintegrated
right before my eyes.

“Justice,” the Inquisitrix said. “And now, at
long last, reckoning.”

She unleashed a second beam of energy with
her other hand, and this time the crystals didn’t just glow—they
exploded. A shockwave of raw force pummeled me against the wall,
but somehow I managed to erect a new Aetheric barrier just before
the impact crushed every bone in my body. I echoed the spell on
Kaseya a split second before the tiny shards of stone began pelting
us from all directions. I felt more than saw her crawl over next to
me, the brilliant light reflecting off her blue eyes and scratched
face. When she grabbed my hand and squeezed, I knew for a fact we
were going to die.

Mas’Kari.

The word echoed through my mind, and when I
glanced up I saw her conjure a shimmering, shield-like barrier of
blue energy over her left forearm—the exact same shield we had seen
in the Dal’Rethi stone. I had no idea how she had done it, and she
didn’t either. But she squeezed my hand even harder and dragged me
towards the Inquisitrix despite the invisible ripples of force
pounding against us over and over. Somehow, I mustered the strength
to move one leg after the other.

Mas’Kari.

The Inquisitrix was only a few yards ahead of
us now, her body sheathed in a blinding pillar of light as she
drank in the power of the Fount. The closer we approached the
weaker the shockwaves became, almost like we were trying to breach
the eye of magical hurricane. My right hand ignited with flame
again, though I didn’t know why. If my first assault hadn’t even
scratched her, how could I possibly hope to—?

Mas’Kari.

The flames grew brighter in my palm, but I
didn’t realize what was happening until I actually looked down.
Instead of a small, smoldering ball of fire, my hand was holding a
long, sword-like beam of Aetheric energy—again, just like in the
Dal’Rethi stone. I couldn’t explain what was happening or how I
miraculously understood this channeling technique, but once we
closed within a few feet of the Inquisitrix I knew exactly what I
had to do.

Screaming at the top of my lungs, I slashed
Marcella with the fiery sword.

She cried out in anguish as her own magical
barrier shattered. The blade burned a line of seared flesh across
her arm and chest as she whirled around with the brilliant beams of
light still blazing from her hands. Kaseya pulled me back beneath
her shield an instant before I was disintegrated, and somehow the
shimmering disc withstood the attack. Marcella slumped to a knee,
still shrieking, as another explosion riddled the cavern and began
collapsing the ceiling…

And then there was only darkness.


Epilogue

 


When my eyes fluttered back open, it was so
dark and cold I assumed I was finally going to wake up in the abyss
where I belonged. My legs ached, my head throbbed, and I fully
expected a gaggle of demons to begin tormenting me at any moment.
But then I heard a familiar voice calling my name, and I realized
that eternal damnation would have to wait.

“Jorem. Jorem! Get up, you lazy idiot!”

A sudden weight lifted off my torso, and when
my vision finally refocused I saw Valuri standing over me, her
green eyes glowing intensely as she dug me out of the rubble. She
was a mess—her armor was slashed open in a dozen different places,
and it probably would have been covered in dried blood if not for
the curtains of rain still pummeling the island.

“Kaseya…” I croaked.

“Red’s over there,” Valuri said, grabbing my
hand. “She’s banged up pretty badly, but I think she’ll be all
right.”

I coughed and wiped a thick layer of grime
off my face. Apparently the entire cavern had collapsed around us;
we were completely surrounded by a sea of shattered rocks and
debris. Without Val’s Senosi strength, we would have been buried
alive…

“You should be dead,” Valuri said, slouching
down next to me. “When I found you, Red had a glowing shield on her
forearm. It’s the only thing that kept you from being crushed under
ten tons of rock.”

I blinked the last of the fog from my eyes
and glanced to my right. Kaseya was lying there, unconscious, as
the rain washed the dirt from her face. I could sense that she was
alive, but that was about it.

“Do I even want to know what happened?”
Valuri asked, squeezing my arm and cupping my cheek in her
hand.

I swallowed heavily. “A reckoning.”

She frowned. “I can’t sense the Fount
anymore. I almost ran out of strength before I dug you out.”

I knew she was right even before I closed my
eyes and reached out to the Aether. I could still feel its power
coursing through me like normal, but the Fount was gone. I couldn’t
even sense any latent energy within the crystals scattered about
the rubble.

“The fleet battle is over, as far as I can
tell,” Valuri said. “But half the island is on fire, and I have no
idea how many people survived. I don’t know what’s going on with
Nol Pratos, either, but I have a feeling that the rest of the
Senosi left with their mistress.”

“Did you see her?” I asked, my voice hoarse.
“Did you see the Inquisitrix?”

Val nodded gravely. “After the explosion, I
saw her stumble away. I have no idea where she was headed, but that
was several hours ago.” She pursed her lips. “She did it, didn’t
she? She collapsed the Three Corridors.”

“Not exactly.”

I closed my eyes and let out a deep breath.
If Kaseya and I could still channel the Aether, then the
Inquisitrix obviously hadn’t completely purged sorcery. Perhaps I
had wounded her enough to keep her from finishing whatever ritual
she had been performing. But if she had still managed to collapse
the Fount, all that power had obviously gone somewhere…

One corridor. One conduit. One pure, cohesive
source to harmonize the Aether and bring order to its currents.

“I don’t like that look one bit,” Valuri
said. “Please tell me this isn’t as bad as it seems.”

“It’s probably worse,” I whispered.

“Oh.”

She squeezed my arm again, and she leaned
forward to kiss me on the cheek. I could feel her lips trembling.
For perhaps the first time since I had met her, Valuri Sorvaal was
genuinely scared. And I didn’t blame her in the slightest.

“What are we going to do, Jorem?” she
asked.

I sighed and reached out to touch Kaseya’s
arm. “I have no idea.”
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