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1

A Dragon
or a Corpse

 


Another deep, bellowing roar shook the
massive cavern housing Vel’shannar, and an enormous purple-black
dragon strafed across the city’s towering spires while an army of
liberated slaves cheered in its wake. Of all the incredible things
Jorem Farr had seen since coming to Highwind, from a Fount of
ancient power to an army of wyvern-riders to Kaseya’s perfect tits,
this may have been the least believable one yet.

Before this moment, Jorem had just started to
believe Selvhara’s claim that he was destined to be the first Wyrm
Lord in this part of the world in centuries. Now that he had seen a
real dragon with his own eyes, however, he wondered if Highwind’s
war against the Inquisitrix was merely a precursor to something
far, far worse.

“We need to leave and warn the others,”
Kaseya whispered into his ear.

“What others?” Jorem whispered, shaking his
head. “The Council that can’t muster an army? The broken paladins
who can’t channel the Aether?”

The amazon’s lip twitched as her blue eyes
followed the dragon’s movements across the city. The beast was
every bit as terrifying as it was majestic. The shimmering scales,
the billowing wings, the great gaping maw…

“We need to get back to Valuri,” Kaseya said.
“She should have had time to speak with Ranger-General Serrane by
now.”

Jorem sighed and rubbed his forehead as he
struggled to drag his thoughts back into the here and now. She was
right, of course. He didn’t know how long they had actually spent
down here, given the lack of a sunrise or any other way to discern
the passage of time, but considering how tired he felt, it must
have been at least a full day. Val could have easily contacted
General Serrane by now. Perhaps the two women were already on their
way to the alleged wyvern hatchery in the mountains…

“Let’s go while everyone is distracted,”
Jorem said, turning and sliding down the pile of debris they were
hiding behind. When Selvhara didn’t immediately follow, he glanced
back up and touched her leg. “Come on.”

“This isn’t possible,” she whispered, her
face still drained of color. “How could there be another Wyrm Lord?
How could there be another Conduit?”

“I don’t know, but we’re not getting those
answers here,” he told her. “Grab your books and let’s move.”

The druid continued staring at the dragon for
another long moment, her bestial yellow eyes slowly fading back to
their normal hazel, before she finally summoned the will to scoop
up the tomes she had pilfered from the Spire of Sorcery. A few
minutes later, they were madly dashing back through the empty side
entrance to Vel’shannar, and just like before they didn’t spot a
single guard anywhere on the parapets. Selvhara’s scent-masking
flask must have completely thrown off their pursuers.

The corpse-strewn path out of the city was
even more disturbing now that they knew what had actually happened
here. Jorem could perfectly imagine the purple dragon strafing
across the cavern and thoroughly decimating the drow army gathered
outside the gates. It was impossible to know how many had died, but
given how badly the remaining bodies were charred, he could only
assume that many more had been completely vaporized by the heat. It
was no wonder the former slaves had taken over.

He found himself wondering what role Solemi
had played in the uprising, though the more interesting and
relevant question was what she intended to do with the armies of
Darkwind. Given the state of Highwind’s defenders, she could
conquer it every bit as easily as the Inquisitrix…

“Wait,” Kaseya said once they had passed by
most of the carnage. She crouched behind a boulder and squinted
towards the narrow cavern exit a few hundred yards away. “I do not
see the guards who allowed us to enter.”

Jorem pursed his lips and followed her gaze.
He couldn’t see much of anything, either, but the light cast by the
luminescent fungus was pretty dim. On their way in, they had used a
spider-shaped pendant to convince one of the guards—presumably one
of Varassa’s allies—to allow them entry. But he wasn’t anywhere to
be seen.

“Selvhara?” Jorem asked, turning to the
druid.

She sniffed at the air, then shook her head.
“I do not see or smell anything.”

“Perhaps they abandoned their post to watch
the dragon,” Kaseya said.

“Maybe,” Jorem murmured skeptically. Taking a
deep breath, he reached out to the Aether and allowed its currents
to crash over him. This entire cavern was steeped in magical
energy, but he swore he could sense a few more powerful Aetheric
echoes nearby…

“There,” Kaseya said, drawing her sword even
though her eyes were closed. He could feel her reaching out as
well, but her ability to sense subtle magical shifts was far more
precise than his.

Selvhara glanced between them. “I don’t—”

The distant click of a crossbow
trigger was their only warning before a barrage of quarrels
perforated the ground at their feet. Kaseya hoisted up her shield
and Jorem conjured a protective barrier, but they were both acting
on pure reflex—if their attackers had wanted to kill them, they
would already be dead.

“Drop your weapons,” a deep, cultured voice
said from the shadows. A moment later, a dark elf warrior
materialized from seemingly out of nowhere along with half a dozen
other men. Jorem immediately recognized the leader as the one who
had allowed them entry in the first place.

“We just want to leave as quietly as we
entered,” Jorem said, holding up his hands. “We don’t want any
trouble.”

The leader’s glowing red eyes narrowed
slightly. He and his men must have been shrouded by some kind of
spell that concealed their bodies and their scent. Jorem
shouldn’t have been surprised; the drow were legendary assassins
and stalkers.

“You have stolen heirlooms from our city,”
the man said, pointing his long, serrated sword at Selvhara. “And
you have violated the trust of my mistress.”

“We’re not stealing them,” Jorem insisted.
“We’re, uh, borrowing them. Yes. You see, on the surface we
have these places called ‘libraries’ that loan books to anyone that
needs to read them, and we assumed—”

“Silence!” the man snarled. “Ka dos xuat
skrel dosst saroless harl, usstan h’ros sslig’ne dos.”

Jorem frowned at the abrupt shift in
language. Most of the leader’s men seemed confused as well. They
must not have spoken the drow tongue, but thankfully, Selvhara
did.

“Put down your weapons,” the druid said,
squatting and setting the books upon the ground. “They will not
harm us.”

“Never,” Kaseya said, banging her sword
against her shield. “If they want to fight, I will—”

“Put them down,” Selvhara repeated.
“Please.”

Kaseya glared at the druid, but her fury
quickly subsided when she noticed the twinkle in Selvhara’s
eyes…

Swearing under her breath, the amazon dropped
her sword and shield. The drow leader signaled for his men to
confiscate everything. The soldiers shuffled forward, their
crossbows loaded and ready to fire at the slightest provocation.
While four of them kept their eyes on the intruders, the other two
squatted down and reached for Kaseya’s shield—

At which point the leader shot them in the
back.

It all happened so quickly that Jorem barely
had a chance to react. The drow soldier’s crossbow reloaded even
faster than Valuri’s as it fired bolt after bolt into his
unsuspecting men. Every shot was ruthlessly lethal and precise, and
when the cartridge finally emptied, he dropped the crossbow and
hurled daggers from his belt instead.

The slaughter couldn’t have possibly lasted
more than a few seconds. Kaseya only managed to retrieve her sword
and shield a split second before the drow soldier drew his blade,
spit on the bodies, and surgically slit the throats of the
survivors.

“Oloth plynn dos,” he snarled before
his glowing red eyes locked upon Jorem. “The Spider Queen cannot be
crossed so easily.”

Jorem conjured a puff of flame into his palm,
and Kaseya was already coiled and ready to strike at an instant’s
notice. But the drow man merely snorted and sheathed his
weapon.

“The First Daughter wants you alive,” he
said. “I am not your enemy…yet.”

“How nice for us,” Jorem said, eyeing the
pile of corpses at their feet and trying not to be sick. He had
seen—and inflicted—enough death over the past few years that he
really shouldn’t have been squeamish, but this particularly display
of wanton brutality had been so fast, so cold, and so
casual…

“My name is Nym,” the drow said, wiping the
blood off his blade. “My mistress was convinced you were strong
enough to survive the long shadows of Vel’shannar. I am glad to see
you did not disappoint her.”

“What is the meaning of this?” Kaseya
snarled. “Speak quickly!”

Nym flashed her a dark smile that was equal
parts amused and contemptuous. “The First Daughter wished for you
to see what has become of our city—and to understand the true
nature of the Usurper who now sits upon the throne.”

Jorem risked a quick glance back over his
shoulder. They were far enough away that the city was no longer
visible, but every few minutes they would still hear a loud,
rumbling roar. “If you mean the dragon, it was pretty hard to
miss.”

“She is the first in many, many generations,”
Nym said, his glowing red eyes narrowing into thin slits. “No one
foresaw their return until it was too late.”

“No kidding,” Jorem whispered, glancing to
the charred corpses behind them.

Nym focused his intense gaze upon Selvhara.
“I admit, I also did not expect to meet a Faetharri from the Old
World.”

The druid smiled. “Nor I a trueborn Vaetharri
from the new one.”

Nym continued studying her for what felt like
a small eternity before he finally swiveled back to Jorem and
Kaseya. “You are no doubt confused by all you have seen. I am not
surprised. The surface kingdoms have always lived in ignorance
about the power gathering beneath their feet. The Matron Mother
once commanded an army far greater than any beneath the sun. If not
for our wars with the rival cities to the south and the east, we
would have already conquered Highwind and bound your people in
chains.”

“What a charming thought,” Jorem muttered as
he stoked the Aetheric flames crackling in his palms. “Perhaps you
should start thinking of reasons why we shouldn’t kill you and get
the hell out of here.”

Nym snorted contemptuously. “Without my aid,
you will never return to the surface. The Usurper knows you have
discovered her secret, but she is not yet prepared for the truth of
her nature to spread. You cannot return to Darkwind.”

“So this ‘usurper’ is allied with Solemi,
then?” Jorem asked. “I suppose that makes sense. But where in the
bloody hell did she find a Wyrm Lord? Were they both slaves? Were
they…?”

Jorem trailed off when he saw the
amused-yet-condescending look on Nym’s face. The truth was so
blindingly obvious Jorem was embarrassed it hadn’t even occurred to
him until this moment…

“She didn’t find a Wyrm Lord,” Kaseya
said. “Solemi is the Wyrm Lord.”

Jorem slumped backwards and swore under his
breath. The appearance of the dragon had been so sudden and
shocking that he obviously hadn’t been thinking straight. He
already knew that Solemi was a powerful sorceress, and he knew that
she had somehow escaped the Underworld after years of imprisonment.
She must have figured out a way to unleash her true powers and lead
the slave rebellion herself…

“Silhouette,” Selvhara said, her eyes
flicking back and forth in concentration. “Of course, it makes
perfect sense…”

Jorem tried to swallow, but his throat had
gone completely dry. “What?”

“Thousands of years ago, just before the
first Vaetharri rebelled against the Avethian Empire, they were led
by a mysterious half-Vaetharri, half-Avetharri woman who called
herself ‘Silhouette,’” Selvhara explained. “She was a concubine to
the competing Wyrm Lords of Tir Fallas and Tir Lanathel. Every man
in the Empire wanted her—her legendary beauty literally tore
civilization apart. She eventually led the Vaetharri rebels beneath
the surface and founded Sulinor. The dark elves of Varellon still
worship her memory to this day.”

“Poetic propaganda to stir the hearts of
fools,” Nym said. “The First Daughter is the rightful ruler of
Vel’shannar, and if you value your lives and freedom, you will help
her destroy the Usurper before she can amass any more power.”

“You’re proposing an alliance?” Jorem
scoffed. “With a drow butcher who just slaughtered his own
men?”

“They were never my men,” Nym sneered,
kicking one of the bodies. “They were the rightful property of the
First Daughter, and they have paid the price for their treachery—as
will the rest, in time.”

Jorem shook his head. “Sorry, you’re going to
need a much better sales pitch than ‘please help a bunch of
ruthless murderers reclaim their evil kingdom.’”

“The First Daughter has no interest in the
world beneath the accursed sun,” Nym said. “I cannot say the same
for the Usurper. You are familiar with her machinations—you
understand how easily she could conquer Highwind. Your leaders will
eventually reach out to her in desperation, and once her soldiers
have set foot on the surface, they will never leave.”

“The Council hasn’t agreed to anything yet,”
Jorem said, hoping he was still right.

“If they don’t, the Inquisitrix will destroy
them instead,” Nym said. “And in the aftermath, once her armies are
depleted, the Usurper will ascend from the dark and ‘liberate’ your
people just as she ‘liberated’ the slaves here. They will owe her
their lives, and they will follow as she commands.” The drow
shrugged. “Either way, she will rule—unless you join with
us.”

“Never,” Kaseya spat.

Jorem placed a hand on her shoulder. “What
exactly do you want from us right now?”

He could feel the amazon’s eyes on his face,
judging him for even speaking with such a ruthless monster. But if
Nym was right and they couldn’t return home through Darkwind…well,
then Jorem had absolutely no idea how they were going to get
home.

“The First Daughter merely wishes a meeting
now that you know the truth,” Nym said. “Her forces are few but
loyal. She awaits you in an old outpost south of here beneath your
settlement of Riverbend.”

Jorem resisted the urge to swear in
frustration. On the surface, Riverbend was only half a day’s walk
or a quarter day’s ride from Highwind, but down here in the endless
tunnels of the Underworld…who knew how long it would take to get
there?

“The path is safe—or was, as of a few weeks
ago,” Nym said, reaching into his pouch and withdrawing a rumpled
scroll. “The dried river will take you most of the way.”

Jorem took the scroll and rolled it open. The
map on the inside seemed clear enough, but the thought of spending
even more time down here was making his stomach churn. They should
never have come down here. He should never have agreed to split the
party…

If you hadn’t, you never would have found
these books or learned the truth about this dragon until it was too
late. That has to be worth something, right?

“This is foolhardy,” Kaseya said, twirling
her blade in her hand. “We should kill this monster and be done
with it.”

Nym flashed her yet another condescending
grin. “You swim in a sea of monsters, rivvil. Take care to
befriend some, for only we know the way back to shore.”

Kaseya scowled and took a menacing step
forward, but Selvhara interjected before the amazon could do
anything truly foolish.

“How does the First Daughter plan to defeat a
Wyrm Lord?” the druid asked. “Without an army of her own, such a
task seems impossible.”

“The forces of House Hu’nate are scattered
but not broken,” Nym said. “But more importantly, our loyalists
were able to raid the vaults of Vel’shannar and save many of its
most powerful weapons. As you know, darthiir, our people
defeated the Wyrm Lords once. We still harbor many relics from that
age.”

“Truly?” Selvhara asked, both eyebrows
shooting up. “Such as…?”

“That is not for me to say. You must strike a
deal with the First Daughter before she will divulge her
secrets.”

“Varassa can’t honestly expect us to help her
reconquer her city and slaughter a bunch of freed slaves,” Jorem
said.

“What she expects, rivvil, is for you
to understand the nature of the threat you have just witnessed,”
Nym said coldly. “The legacy of the Wyrm Lords is one of
indiscriminate conquest and slaughter. The destruction wrought by
the Usurper in the name of ‘freedom’ has done little more than
impose a new tyranny.”

“Maybe, but your people have raided and
pillaged the surface world for generations. Half the former slaves
in that plaza grew up under the sun. We’re not going to help the
priestess of a sadistic god.”

“Then you will perish in flames,” Nym said.
“Just like the rest of your people.”

Jorem glared at the other man for several
seconds, but yet again Selvhara intervened before anyone could
act.

“We should speak with Varassa and learn what
else she knows,” the druid said. “Any information on the nature of
this Wyrm Lord could prove invaluable.”

Her hazel eyes glimmered, and Jorem
understood her double meaning just fine. But right now he wasn’t
thinking about his dragon blood or how to unlock its full
potential; he was thinking about how much he despised the entire
idea of working with the drow. He didn’t even want to consider an
alliance, temporary or otherwise, and Kaseya clearly felt the same
way.

Unfortunately, this may be the only way back
to the surface. At the very least, you have to go along with this
until you know for sure.

“We will meet with Varassa,” Jorem said. “But
we’re not making any promises beyond that.”

“I wouldn’t respect you if you did,
rivvil,” Nym replied with yet another sneer. “Now go. I must
dispose of the bodies before the Usurper’s forces arrive.”

Jorem nodded and peered further down the
passage into the eternal dark. “Fine,” he muttered. “I’ve had
enough of this city to last two lifetimes.”

He turned and continued ahead, the girls
closely in tow. They all kept a wary eye behind them, half because
they didn’t trust Nym not to backstab them and half because the
dragon’s roars were deeply unsettling. Jorem kept anticipating an
ambush—from Solemi, from the drow, from some Underworld horror he
didn’t even want to think about—and his nerves frayed more and more
with each passing second. Everything about this little trip was now
officially a nightmare, and apparently they were going to have to
spend several more days down here before it was over…

The trio followed the map as best they could
until Vel’shannar was well behind them, at which point Kaseya
finally decided to break the tense silence.

“This is a mistake,” she said, grabbing his
arm and forcing him to stop. “We should not place our faith in the
drow.”

Jorem sighed. “I’m not placing my faith in
any of these people, believe me. But unless you know another
way back to the surface, we don’t have a choice.”

The amazon glanced back through the cold,
shadowy passage. “We could take the path to Darkwind,” she
suggested. “They will not be expecting us. We could fight our way
into Highwind.”

“Did you miss the army camped outside
Solemi’s palace?” Jorem asked. “There’s no way back. We burned that
bridge and now we have to live with the consequences.”

Kaseya’s cheek twitched. “We do not know that
for certain. If we speak with Solemi, we could warn her about Nym
and Varassa. Perhaps she would—”

“Kill us? Keep us locked in her basement
until her forces are ready to conquer Highwind?” Jorem shook his
head. “Look, I have no intention of helping Varassa or Nym or any
other dark elf reclaim their city, but we’re stuck between horrible
options right now. All we can do is get back to the surface and
warn Val and Serrane and anyone else that will listen.”

He slumped against the cold, rocky wall and
buried his face in his hands. He could feel his heart pounding in
his temples, and the entire Underworld seemed like it was closing
in around him. They never should have agreed to come down here…

“Returning to the surface will not change the
situation,” Selvhara said after a moment. “The Conduit still
marches on Highwind, and sooner or later she will clash with the
Wyrm Lord. The battle between their forces will ravage this land
just as it has ravaged mine.”

Kaseya frowned at her. “What are you talking
about?”

The druid took a deep breath. “In many ways,
the story of Varellon is the story of the endless battle between
divinity and sorcery. The Fallen Gods of the old world constantly
war against the would-be gods of the new one. It has taken an age,
but that conflict has finally come to your shores as well.”

“If Marcella and Solemi want to destroy each
other, they’re welcome to do so,” Jorem said sourly.

“I’m afraid it is not that simple,” Selvhara
lamented. “Countless innocents will be caught in the middle.” She
paused and placed her hand on his shoulder. “But it does not have
to end this way. Your power could change everything, and we are
closer than ever to unlocking it.”

He groaned in disgust. “Could you
please give that a rest already? We have far bigger problems
right now than your obsession with something that may or may not
exist.”

“How can you still doubt the truth? You have
felt the power burning in your veins. You have breathed fire, you
have seen the tomes, you have—”

“Yeah, and your ‘prophecy’ about me becoming
the first Torsian Wyrm Lord in an age completely missed the mark,”
Jorem said. “The proof is flying around right back there, in case
you’ve already forgotten.”

“Prophecy or not, she isn’t wrong,” Kaseya
whispered.

Jorem frowned at her sudden shift in mood.
“What?”

The amazon glanced over at the druid. “Back
in the Spire of Sorcery, I sensed something through the
tan’ratha,” she said, touching her golden collar. “It has
been there for a while, but until recently it was so faint I
assumed it wasn’t important.”

He shook his head, still confused. “I don’t
understand.”

Kaseya pursed her lips. “It is difficult to
explain, but you know that I have often been able to sense what you
cannot. I grew up in the presence of the Fount of Velhari, and we
do not fully understand how it influenced my people…or our
powers.”

“Powers?” Selvhara asked.

“I am a sorcerer, just like Jorem,” Kaseya
said. “Nearly all amazon women are.”

Jorem bit down on his lip. Apparently that
was that—Kaseya had taken their little secret and dropped it right
on the middle of the table. It was honestly a little remarkable
that the amazon’s compulsive honesty hadn’t forced her to spill the
proverbial beans many days ago.

“Fascinating,” Selvhara breathed. She didn’t
seem upset in the slightest. On the contrary, she looked almost as
giddy as back in the drow library.

“My ability to channel is limited,” Kaseya
said. “I barely understand anything about the Aether, but I am
capable of perceiving many things that others cannot. And there is
definitely a…presence…within Jorem that has grown stronger
and stronger since the battle in Riverbend.”

“What are you saying?” Jorem asked. “That I’m
possessed?”

“She can sense the dragon stirring within
you,” Selvhara said. “It yearns to be free.”

He rolled his eyes. “There is nothing inside
me, I promise. There’s only me.”

“You know that isn’t true,” Kaseya told him.
“You have felt its power—we all have. And Selvhara is right: we
need it now more than ever.”

“What we need is a portal out of this
shithole,” Jorem growled. “I would trade every drop of this alleged
dragon blood for a teleport spell in a heartbeat.”

“Jorem—”

“No,” he said, waving his hand in front of
her. “We don’t have time to deal with this right now. We need to
get back to the surface as soon as possible, and that means
following this stupid map and praying we don’t get lost. Everything
else can wait.”

Jorem turned and continued walking down the
hauntingly dark passage. The girls reluctantly followed, though he
tried to keep a few steps ahead until his frustration inevitably
faded into embarrassment. He hated losing his cool,
especially in front of Kaseya, but he hadn’t been this anxious in a
very, very long time. He had heard plenty of stories about people
going mad in the Underworld, and apparently he was quickly becoming
one of them…

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

He winced as the final words of the Avetharri
crystal seared into his mind. Just like Selvhara, it had wanted him
to tap into the blood of his sorcerous legacy and unleash the
dragon. But apparently Solemi had beaten him to it, and having just
seen what that terrible power actually looked like first-hand…

Jorem sighed. He longed to be ignorant of the
world again. The Fount, the Conduits, the blood legacy of the Wyrm
Lords…until a few months ago, none of it had mattered. It had just
been him and Kaseya trying to survive—and having a bunch of sex
along the way.

But now…

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

Now everything felt heavier. Now everything
felt real. The Inquisitrix’s war against sorcery had defined
his entire life, yet for some reason he had always believed he
would escape it someday. That had been the whole point of coming to
Highwind in the first place.

Unfortunately, the war had followed him. And
deep down, he knew that sooner or later he was going to have to
turn and fight it for real.

 


***

 


Jorem trudged through the darkness for
several hours before he finally slumped against a boulder and
called for a halt. The luminescent moss clinging to the walls here
cast a brighter blue glow than elsewhere, but that wasn’t saying
much. He still couldn’t see more than a few yards in any
direction.

“We might as well rest here for a bit,” he
said. “If this map is even close to accurate, this is the least
perilous leg of the journey for a while.”

Selvhara nodded and set down her pack and the
stolen books within. She could have easily kept traveling, of
course—the wolf’s blood gave her almost unlimited endurance—but she
was more than happy to pause and let her thoughts settle. Traveling
through the darkness of the Underworld required constant vigilance,
and she could see the fatigue on both of her companions’ faces.

“I will scout the vicinity while you set up
camp,” she said, peering off into the darkness.

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” Jorem
said. “We should stick together—do you remember the size of those
horrific footprints we saw back there?”

Selvhara smiled. “The beasts in the dark do
not concern me. I promise, I will not travel far.”

The druid gently tapped her anklet as she got
down on all fours. Her translucent robe retracted, leaving her
stark naked as she willingly opened the mental damn sealing off the
wolf’s blood. Its primal, feral power instantly flowed through her,
twisting her flesh and snapping her bones into their bestial form.
The entire world around her seemed to change; her vision swirled
into a grey haze, but her nose became so keen she barely even
needed her eyes to see. She could suddenly sense every creature
that had been here over the past few days, and she dashed into the
shadows to follow them as quickly as her paws would carry her.

Scouting the area within a few hundred yards
only took about ten minutes, but it wasn’t why Selvhara had really
come out here alone. As always, she could feel the One God’s
presence in the back of her mind, and sooner or later he would
require an update on her progress. He wasn’t powerful enough to
watch her all the time yet; his fleeting consciousness struggled to
escape the confines of his prison within the Pale. Still, she was
fortunate that he hadn’t demanded her attention at an inopportune
moment, and the only way to prevent that in the future was to make
contact now and appease him herself.

But what am I going to tell him? If he learns
about the presence of the other Conduit, he will surely send me
after her. And if he learns about the presence of another
dragon…

Selvhara honestly had no idea how the One God
would react to the presence of another dragon. Eventually, he would
want to destroy it—his entire goal was to bring an end to the “Age
of Sorcery” and restore mortals to their proper place at the feet
of the Fallen Gods. But in the meantime…what would he expect of
her?

Growling softly, she paused in front of a
pool of brackish water and concentrated on returning to her natural
form. Her fur gradually receded into smooth, hairless flesh, and
her lupine paws became slender elven fingers. She tapped her anklet
and summoned her robe before taking a moment to gather her
bearings.

This part of the passage was so dim she could
barely see anything, so she reached out to the Aether and conjured
a small spark of light in her palm. She had barely channeled at all
since meeting Jorem, partially because she wanted to conceal her
magic from him and partially because she didn’t want the One God to
know what she was doing. His divine power may have been her window
into the Aether, but it was simultaneously his window into her
soul. Every time a Bound channeler wove a spell, her Conduit could
feel the subtle drain on his consciousness.

Just like Lord Dathiel did now.

“There you are, my servant,” his voice said
from seemingly everywhere around her. The water beneath her
stirred, and within its brackish depths she saw a pair of glowing
golden eyes. “I sense your turmoil…your confusion. I hope that you
have not failed me.”

“Not at all, my lord,” Selvhara said,
swallowing and bracing herself. “However, I bring important news.
The situation has changed significantly.”

His eyes flickered. “Explain.”

Selvhara nodded and took a deep breath.
“There is another dragon, my lord—a full-fledged Wyrm Lord who has
already conquered a Vaetharri city and—”

“What?”

His surprise rippled through the Aether like
a tidal wave. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen her
myself,” Selvhara said. “I do not know her full intentions yet, but
she seems to oppose the Conduit. Perhaps they will destroy one
another.”

The One God’s reflection faded for a moment
as he shifted his attention elsewhere, but when it returned, his
golden eyes were brighter than ever. “It would seem that we were
both mistaken. The dragon is ready without your help.”

“Jorem still needs my assistance,” Selvhara
said. “He is close to ascension as well, my lord. I located several
Avetharri tomes within the city, and I learned—”

“You are still with the sorcerer and the
amazon?”

The druid blinked. “Y-yes, my lord. As I
said, he still needs my help to—”

“The sorcerer is no longer relevant. You
will return to the true dragon immediately. Offer her whatever aid
she requires to ensure she destroys the Conduit just as we
planned.”

Selvhara’s throat went dry. “Forgive me, my
lord, but I am not certain that is the best course of action. I
have no leverage with the Wyrm Lord, but I am still in a position
to aid and manipulate Jorem. With two dragons allying against her,
the Conduit will surely fall.”

“And then we will have two Wyrm Lords to
contend with rather than one. No. I will not risk the ascension of
any new dragons. Not now, not when I am so close to escape. We
cannot afford to trigger a full rebirth.”

“It is hardly a full rebirth. Jorem is just
one man, and he—”

“You will return to the sorcerer’s side and
eliminate him,” the One God said. “Do I make myself clear?”

Selvhara froze in place, her heart pounding
in her ears. She had to figure out some way to convince him that
this was a terrible idea…

“I live to obey you, my lord, from now until
eternity,” she said. “However, I still believe that Jorem is our
best chance to eliminate the Conduit and free the Godsoul she
controls. If you understood the situation, I am sure you would
agree.”

The golden eyes didn’t so much stare
at her as through her. “Then show me,” he
commanded.

Selvhara nodded and closed her eyes. Her
skull ached as his divine consciousness wormed into her mind and
scoured her brain for secrets. Decades of practice had taught her
how to seal off sections of her memories, but he wasn’t usually
this thorough. She wasn’t sure if she could conceal her true
motivations…or the existence of a second Conduit.

“Interesting,” the One God said, his voice
like distant thunder. “A dragon with delusions of grandeur…and a
sorcerer with delusions of obscurity. You believe he is weak enough
to control?”

“I believe it is worth a try, my lord,”
Selvhara said. “I should know soon.”

“You will know now,” he said. “You
have all the knowledge you require. The only question is whether or
not he will accept his gift. You will either make him transform…or
you will kill him.”

Selvhara glanced back over her shoulder in
the direction of the others. “I understand, my lord.”

“Good. Before you contact me again, the
sorcerer will be either a dragon or a corpse. I will accept nothing
else.”

“Your will shall be done, my lord. All hail
the One God.”

The pressure in her skull abruptly released,
and the eyes in the pool faded. Swearing under her breath, Selvhara
reached into her pack and retrieved her herbs and vials. She
suddenly wished that she hadn’t initiated contact at all; he might
have ignored her for another few days. But then again, perhaps this
was for the best. If Jorem was the man she thought he was—if he was
the man she needed him to be—then the sooner she could unlock his
abilities, the better. Lord Dathiel was right that she had all the
information she needed. All she lacked was the will to do what had
to be done.

“Forgive me, friends,” she said, crushing
the herbs into a fine powder. “But with any luck, I can save us all
before it is too late.”

 


***

 


Jorem and Kaseya barely said a word while
they set up their meager camp. She was still annoyed about their
tentative arrangement with the drow, and he was still annoyed that
they were stuck down here to begin with. Every few minutes he would
think about Val and get even more frustrated. For one, this whole
thing had been her idea; for two, she had conveniently managed to
skip the worst parts; for three…

For three, he was worried about her. Had she
actually convinced General Serrane to go to the Hatchery? If so,
they might be in even more trouble than he and Kaseya were down
here.

“I’m sure Valuri is fine,” Kaseya said.

Jorem glanced over at the amazon, eyebrows
arched. It was staggering how often he forgot that she could
effectively listen in on his ruminations. “Why do you say
that?”

“Because she is far too stubborn to fail.”
Kaseya smiled as she pitched a handful of dry moss over their
makeshift fire. “We would never let her live it down.”

“You’re probably right,” he agreed. “Who
knows, maybe the war will be over by the time we see sunlight
again.

“Or it will just be starting.”

“Yeah, well…that’s too depressing to think
about.”

He opened his palm and blasted the moss with
a burst of flame, then flopped down on his bedroll. If they had
been sleeping inside a real inn, he probably could have fallen
asleep in two minutes flat, but down here he didn’t even like
closing his eyes long enough to blink. Getting ambushed by Nym and
his invisible friends had probably only made Jorem’s perfectly
rational paranoia even worse…

A few minutes later, they spotted a small
moving light in the distance. Jorem had just braced himself and
readied another spell in his palm when he belatedly realized that
Selvhara had returned to her natural elven form. She was carrying a
handful of luminescent mushrooms, presumably to announce her
presence and avoid surprising them.

“Anything notable out there?” Jorem
asked.

“We should be safe enough,” she said,
opening one of the vials from her belt. “But it never hurts to take
extra precautions.”

She began sprinkling small drops from the
vial all around the perimeter of their camp. Once it was empty, she
opened a second one and repeated the process.

“What are you doing?” Jorem asked.

“Deterring potential intruders,” Selvhara
said. “The scent is barely perceptible to humans, but it should
convince any wandering beasts that we aren’t worth the
trouble.”

“We should still set watch,” Kaseya said. “I
will go first.”

Jorem sighed and shrugged. “That’s fine with
me. I just wish we had some way to know what bloody day it is. I
can’t tell if we’ve been down here two days or two weeks.”

“Much closer to the former than the latter,”
Selvhara said, dribbling the last bits of the potion in her palm
before tossing it onto the campfire. The flames hissed angrily, and
a purplish cloud of smoke appeared and then disappeared in the span
of a few seconds.

“Was that really necessary?” Jorem asked.

“Heat will make the scent spread farther,”
the druid told him. “I highly doubt that anything will bother us
now.”

Jorem grunted and leaned back on his bedroll.
For a “barely perceptible” scent, this stuff of hers was pretty
potent. His nostrils tickled for a moment, and judging from
Kaseya’s reaction, she must have felt the same way. It didn’t smell
bad, exactly; on the contrary, he actually felt strangely
soothed…

“Before we rest, I thought we might wish to
continue the lessons we started back in the Spire of Sorcery,”
Selvhara said, kneeling next to him.

Jorem groaned. “I already told you, I don’t
want to hear another thing about this dragon shit until—”

“I’m not talking about the books,” she said,
smiling and gently pushing her hair back behind her pointed ears.
“Kaseya mentioned that she wished to further hone her skills, and
she believed there were still a few techniques I could teach
her.”

He frowned and shook his head. “What are you
talking about? We didn’t…”

He trailed off when her eyes locked upon his
trousers. Back in the Spire, she had requested another “sample” of
his seed, ostensibly to search his blood memory for more
information on his draconic heritage. She and Kaseya had taken
turns swallowing his cock, and the amazon had expressed an interest
in learning more of the druid’s techniques…

“You can’t be serious,” Jorem said.

Selvhara shrugged. “Why not? We have a moment
of respite…and you are obviously interested.”

He glanced back down at the impressive lump
in his trousers. He didn’t understand how he could possibly be so
hard already. Sex was the furthest thing from his mind…or had been,
as of a few minutes ago. Now…

“I am always eager to learn,” Kaseya said,
fiddling with the straps of her leather breastplate. Her eyes were
bizarrely dilated, and her neck glistened with a thin sheen of
sweat.

“This is crazy,” Jorem said, shaking his
head. “We need to get some actual rest.”

“I am not tired.”

The amazon tossed her breastplate aside and
crawled towards him on all fours, her beautiful tits jiggling the
entire way. Her nipples were rock hard, and he could sense her
arousal swelling second by second. What he didn’t understand was
why; a minute ago she had been completely focused on protecting the
camp. Now she was acting like he hadn’t fucked her in a month…

“We’re trapped in an endless cave a dozen
miles underground, and for all we know Solemi has an army out
searching for us so we don’t spill her secret,” Jorem said. “We
can’t afford to sit around and…nhnnn…”

Jorem groaned the instant Kaseya placed her
hand atop his trousers. Her fingers expertly slipped inside, and
when they freed his stem it was already stiff, throbbing, and
desperate for her lips.

“We can all use a break,” Selvhara said,
smiling down at him as she retracted her robe and offered him a
full, unobstructed view of her naked elven body. “Just relax and
allow your inhibitions to wane…”

Jorem frowned at her strange choice of words.
Something about her body language was off, and she had an odd
glimmer in her eyes while she watched Kaseya languidly stroke his
shaft. He opened his mouth to ask her what was going on—

And then promptly closed it when Kaseya
eagerly swallowed his entire cock in a single gulp. Her lips seemed
even hotter than normal somehow, and he was a little surprised he
didn’t immediately pump his load down her throat. Reaching out to
stroke her soft red hair, Jorem allowed his concerns to fade into
carnal bliss just like Selvhara said.

“See, isn’t that better?” the druid said,
reaching out to helpfully unbutton his tunic. “Allow her to stoke
your passions. Allow her to ignite your blood. You aren’t a
civilized man—you are a beast driven purely by instinct.”

Selvhara tossed his tunic aside as she
swiveled around behind him. Her fingers began massaging his
shoulders in unison with Kaseya’s efforts, and Jorem soon felt the
druid’s bare breasts pressing up against his back. A shudder of
ecstasy rippled through him, forcing his hands to clutch around the
nearby rocks for support. He doubted he would last much longer,
especially when Kaseya began throating him more and more
aggressively. He hadn’t seen her this desperate to earn her reward
in a while.

“A dragon is more than fire and wings and
scales,” Selvhara breathed into his ear as she gently nibbled at
the lobe. “A dragon is power, unbridled and pure.”

Jorem frowned again. “What?”

She kissed her way down the back of his neck
while her fingernails gently traced across his back, and another
ecstatic shudder rippled through him until he felt teeth—no,
fangs—upon his flesh. He couldn’t quite turn around to look
at her, but he could see her reflection in the golden straps of
Kaseya’s discarded breastplate. Selvhara was clearly starting to
shift into her werewolf form.

“It is all there at your fingertips,” she
whispered. “The power to destroy, the power to create, the power to
take whatever—and whoever—you desire.”

“What are you—arg!”

Jorem cried out when her fingernails abruptly
raked across his shoulder blades. This wasn’t just play—she had
definitely drawn blood.

“What the fuck was that?” he snarled.

“Passion to open the seals,” Selvhara said.
“Pain to free the beast imprisoned within.”

She slashed her claws across his back again,
drawing more lines of fresh blood. This time he tried to whirl
around and stop her, but she grabbed onto him and held him firmly
in place. Her sinewy elven arms shouldn’t have been able to muster
a fraction of this strength. She might have been even stronger than
a freshly-fed Senosi.

“Your problem has never been that you can’t
connect with your blood legacy,” Selvhara told him. “It’s that you
do not want to.”

“Let go of me!” Jorem demanded.

“You are afraid, not just of what you will
become but what you might lose,” she went on, sliding her arm
around him until her hand—now a bestial claw—was positioned
directly above his heart. “You enjoy being weak—you enjoy being a
bystander with no expectations and no responsibility.”

Jorem glanced over at the empty vials by the
fire. “You did something to us,” he whispered. “You poisoned
us!”

“I have opened your mind to the truth,”
Selvhara said. “It is the only way any of us will survive.”

Kaseya finally popped her head up, and Jorem
could actually see her pushing through the alchemical haze that had
obviously been clouding her mind. While her face slowly hardened in
rage, her eyes narrowed and fastened upon the druid.

“Release him.”

“No,” Selvhara said, digging her claws deeper
into his chest. “Not until he accepts what he is. Not until he
embraces his true destiny.”

The amazon leapt into action. In one instant
she was gorging on his cock, and in the next she was lunging for
her scabbard. She drew her sword, rolled next to Jorem, and pointed
the tip at the woman behind him.

“Release him or die,” Kaseya snarled.

“You cannot harm me, human,” Selvhara
scoffed, her voice deepening with each word. “The dragon must save
himself.”

“Let’s all just relax for a second, okay?”
Jorem said, wincing in rapidly-escalating pain. “This got a little
out of hand but we can still—”

Kaseya didn’t listen; she immediately thrust
her blade into the druid’s shoulder in defense of her
Maskari. The strike was incredibly precise—any other
assailant would have surely recoiled in pain—but Selvhara barely
even seemed to notice. Her flesh regenerated the instant the steel
slipped out of the wound, and Kaseya’s face went white. Without a
weapon forged from silver, there was absolutely nothing she could
do.

And Selvhara knew it. Releasing her grip on
Jorem, the druid lunged at Kaseya and backhanded her hard enough to
throw her into the wall. The amazon collapsed to the ground, limp
and still.

In that exact moment, Jorem lost control.

He leapt to his feet and unleashed a roar so
deep, so feral, it didn’t even sound human. He stretched out to the
Aether, but it didn’t so much flow through him as burn
through him. Every muscle, every vein, even pore—the magic seared
his body as if it were trying to burn his very humanity away. Inch
by inch his flesh hardened into thick, red scales, and his fingers
warped into claws every bit as long and jagged as the werewolf
standing before him.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

If his mind had been clouded by magic before,
it was now completely buried in a wave of rage. He lunged at
Selvhara, but she caught his hands an instant before they struck
her. Just a few moments ago, her grip had been as unbreakable as
adamantine, but now…

Now even her wolfish might seemed utterly
childlike compared to the fury of a dragon. Jorem threw her across
the passage and into the wall behind Kaseya. The rocks shattered
around her body, spraying the area in dust and debris. The force of
the impact staggered her, but only for an instant. Her flesh healed
before his eyes just like before.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

Roaring so loudly it shook the walls of the
passage, Jorem rushed forward, scattering the fire in a burst of
soot and embers. He grabbed her again, but this time he slammed her
against the ground and clasped his red, scaly hands around her
throat. The druid grabbed his wrists, presumably to try and break
free, but her face wasn’t twisted in horror—on the contrary, she
looked downright euphoric. Her eyes retained their bestial
yellow glint, but her claws and fangs receded as if she wanted to
surrender…

“You are a dragon,” she breathed. “Take what
is yours.”

Jorem looked down at her naked, quivering
body, and his rage and lust swirled together in an indecipherable
mix of power. He didn’t just want to destroy her—he wanted to
dominate her.

Not like a man, but like a beast.

Grabbing Selvhara’s shoulders, he violently
flipped her onto her stomach. While one clawed hand mercilessly
pressed her face into the dirt, the other forced apart her slender
legs and hoisted up her ass. His cock was easily half again as
large as normal, but he didn’t waste a single thought on her
safety. He plunged it into her sodden quim, and he reveled in her
pained shriek as it echoed throughout the Underworld.

Jorem took her so brutally, so relentlessly,
that he would have undoubtedly shattered any normal elf. Her cunt
was so tight he could actually feel his cock ripping her apart, but
her initial cries of agony almost instantly transformed into
screams of delight. Her fingers groped at the rubble around them as
a climax shuddered through her, and no matter how hard his hand
pushed her face into the dirt, it only seemed to make her hotter.
Jorem pounded into her again and again and again…

“Arrgh!” His thunderous, inhuman roar
shook the cavern as he flooded her cunt with his draconic seed.
Selvhara’s convulsed beneath him as if she was climaxing with every
spurt. By the time he was finally spent, her thighs were covered in
thick, viscous white trails as if a dozen men had just had their
way with her.

A dozen men…or one dragon.

Jorem’s heart pounded in his ears, and his
fiery breath rattled in his chest. For a single perfect moment, he
didn’t even need to reach out to the Aether—it flowed through him
without restraint. He had never felt this much raw power in his
entire life, not even when he had been standing in the Fount of
Velhari…

“Zor kalah…”

Jorem turned to see Kaseya kneeling behind
him, her blue eyes wide. Her hand touched the glowing gem on her
collar as all the same sensations washed over her.

“You are the Aether’s avatar and the rightful
ruler of this world,” Selvhara breathed. “Soon the gods themselves
will kneel before you.”

He turned back to see the druid lying on her
side, her face covered in soot and her legs covered in seed. She
smiled up at him with complete and total reverence.

“You are a dragon,” she said. “And I am your
humble servant, now and forever.”


2

The Silver
Tower

 


“Julian. Julian?”

Knight-Captain Julian Cassel’s eyes shot
open, and he inhaled sharply as he leaned up and glanced around the
forest. “Oh, bloody hell. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right,” Tahira soothed. She smiled
warmly even as a cool spring breeze rustled her long red hair. “No
one has come looking for us. Perhaps the Vorsalosian soldiers gave
up their search.”

Cassel rolled onto his side. His neck and
back ached thanks to sleeping in his armor. “They’ll be back sooner
or later,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “We got lucky. I didn’t
mean to fall asleep.”

“You obviously needed the rest,” she told
him. “You and General Serrane don’t seem to get much sleep when you
are together.”

Tahira was still smiling at him, but he could
see the jealous frustration lurking behind her green eyes. Sooner
or later he was going to have to figure out how to deal with this
little crush of hers…

Sighing softly, he channeled a healing spell
to numb his soreness and rejuvenate his limbs. When Tahira placed
her hand upon his, the Aether flowed through his body so readily,
so easily, that the spell invigorated him like he had slept for ten
hours rather than two.

She really is a Conduit. And she might very
well be Highwind’s last—and only—hope.

“We should get moving,” Cassel said.
“Assuming you’re up to it.”

“I am ready,” Tahira assured him. He still
found it hard to believe that a crossbow bolt had been sticking out
of her leg just a few hours ago. Normally, even the most powerful
restorative magic couldn’t instantly heal such a nasty wound; she
should have been confined to bed rest for at least a day or two.
Yet she looked as healthy and radiant as ever.

“If we push hard, we should be able to reach
the tower before nightfall,” Cassel said. “Assuming I can figure
out how to navigate the forest again…”

They set off from the makeshift camp,
nibbling at their rations along the way. Cassel once again found
himself wishing that they had a real guide, but the sun would have
to suffice. Thankfully, neither the creatures of the forest nor the
Vorsalosians bothered them, and shortly after noon they emerged
from the wilderness and caught their first sight of the North
Road.

“We can shadow the road, but we shouldn’t
completely leave the protection of the forest,” Cassel told her,
glancing upwards through the budding foliage. “The enemy will be
watching.”

“Do you really believe their forces have
advanced this far?” Tahira asked.

“I have no idea,” he admitted. “For all we
know the Inquisitrix could have an army camped outside the Silver
Tower.”

He pursed his lips and sighed. Once, many
years ago, Highlord Kastrius had warned him that overestimating a
foe could be every bit as disastrous as underestimating one.
Perhaps it was finally time for Cassel to take that lesson to
heart. Despite her wyverns and Senosi and soldiers, the Inquisitrix
was still a mortal woman with finite forces. So far, her conquest
of the Northern Reaches had relied as much upon chaos and fear as
actual military might. As long as he and Tahira could figure out a
way to help the knights at the Silver Tower, they could still
muster a strong enough defense to save Highwind and break the
Vorsalosian siege.

“Let’s go,” Cassel said. “We won’t know
anything for certain until we arrive.”

Against all odds, the last leg of their trek
proved the easiest. The road remained almost completely empty aside
from a few merchant caravans moving between the northern villages
nestled in the shadow of the mountains, and Cassel didn’t spot any
wyverns swooping around overhead either. When the Silver Tower
finally rolled into view on the horizon, he let out a sigh of
relief that it hadn’t been burned to the ground.

“It’s beautiful,” Tahira whispered as they
walked.

“Yes, it is,” Cassel agreed. Normally the
mere sight of the tower was enough to make him swell with pride,
but today his stomach twisted into nervous knots. A part of him
wanted to stop and turn around before he actually saw the
inevitable misery inside. He didn’t want to sully his memories of
the tower’s glory and splendor with the reality of the
Shattering…

“There is one thing I don’t understand,”
Tahira said. “If your Order has pledged itself to defend Highwind,
why are they garrisoned so far from the city?”

“The Silver Fist was founded before that
particular pledge,” Cassel explained. “Originally, the Order was
meant to be an independent organization. The first knights were far
more monastic than militaristic. They were completely dedicated to
Escar’s Code, and they honestly didn’t do a great deal besides
police the border between the Reaches and the kingdoms to the east.
Over time, things changed.”

She nodded but didn’t reply. Judging from the
sudden sorrow on her face, Cassel assumed she was thinking about
her own monastic order. The Eternal Priestesses, once a bizarre
cult of red-haired sirens, had been completely eradicated by the
Senosi. Tahira was the only survivor.

“You and your sisters lived in the mountains
for a long time,” he said after a moment. “Did they ever have plans
to build a temple in the city?”

“No. The Eternal Lady does not seek or
require the worship of strangers. We were never interested in
conversion or evangelism.”

“That’s a rare attitude among religious
types, in my experience.”

Tahira shrugged. “Our only goal was to create
the perfect vessel for the return of our Goddess. Every generation
of priestesses was stronger and more refined than the last. All we
required from the city folk was the occasional virile male to
inseminate us.”

Cassel pressed his lips together and held his
tongue. Everything about their cult was so absurd it was borderline
farcical, but then again most religions probably sounded that way
to outsiders. Besides, mocking her faith right now wasn’t going to
help anyone. This entire plan relied upon her cooperation…and her
mysterious power.

“I’m sure this has occurred to you,” Cassel
said, trying to choose his words carefully, “but what if your
sisters succeeded? What if you are the vessel for your
‘Eternal Lady.’ It would explain—”

“That is not possible,” Tahira interrupted.
“I am not even a real priestess. I cannot channel the Goddess’s
power.”

“Maybe not, but you can grant it to others,”
he countered. “Isn’t that what being a god is all about?”

“It is not possible,” she repeated, more
quietly this time. “Sister Basyle believed that the Rebirth was
still several generations away. I told you, I was just an
acolyte.”

“Maybe,” Cassel said. “But this power inside
you…it seems pretty divine to me.”

A gust of wind swept down the mountain range
to the north and buffeted over them as they walked, forcing her to
draw her robe and cloak more tightly around herself. She remained
silent for several minutes, and Cassel resisted the urge to
pressure her for more details. He still had no idea what her powers
meant or how some crazy cult could have possibly resurrected an
ancient god, but he couldn’t come up with any other explanation.
She wasn’t a sorceress; she couldn’t tap into the Aether freely
like Serrane. But in all the stories of the ancient world, only the
gods had been able to grant magic to their followers. Even the most
powerful Wyrm Lords had never possessed that particular
ability.

Shaking his head, Cassel honored her silence
and pressed on towards the tower. The pristine silver-white stone
was practically glowing in the waning sunlight, and the
sword-shaped spire genuinely looked like it was stabbing into the
very heavens. Ostensibly, the tower’s design was reminiscent of the
Dawn Citadel in Varellon, the legendary home of the first true
paladins in the world, the Knights of the Last Dawn. Cassel was
only passingly familiar with the history, but in the modern era the
Silver Tower had been a sign of hope and justice across
northwestern Torsia for centuries.

Now he wasn’t sure what it was…or what it was
going to be.

“Someone should ride out to greet us soon,”
Cassel said, his fingers tapping the handle of his sword. “If
not…”

His mind flashed with images of a tower
littered with corpses, but before his imagination got the better of
him, a rider finally emerged from inside the walled-off stables
lurking in the tower’s immense shadow. Cassel breathed a sigh of
relief when he spotted a suit of sparkling silver armor, but then
his stomach tensed when he recognized the face beneath the
helmet.

“Adrianna?” he rasped.

The young woman pulled back her visor and
smiled down at him as she brought her steed to a halt. “Captain
Cassel…thank Escar you made it.”

He frowned in confusion. They had just seen
Dame Adrianna Laurent the night before they had departed the city.
Tahira had temporarily restored the other woman’s channeling
abilities, and Cassel had been counting on Laurent to help turn the
other knights against the stubborn fanatics…

“I told you to stay in Highwind,” Cassel
said. “The squires—”

“I know, sir, but I was given an opportunity
I couldn’t pass up,” Laurent said. “The morning after you left, the
Vorsalosian army shifted position. They left the western gate
almost completely unguarded, and Knight-Commander Deswick ordered a
few of us to try to ride past the enemy to get a message to
Icewatch.”

“Why?” Cassel asked, shaking his head. “There
are only about a dozen men left up there.”

“I know, but when I glanced at the names, I
remembered that all of them are fanatically loyal to the
Knight-Commander. Even without their powers, their political
support will be valuable to him right now.” Laurent shrugged. “I
don’t claim to understand his reasoning, but I knew this was a
chance I couldn’t afford to pass up. After we charged past the
enemy soldiers, I broke off from the group and headed here. The
North Road was almost completely clear, and I rode straight through
the night.”

Cassel scratched at the stubble on his face.
He didn’t want to believe that Deswick would risk the lives of a
few precious knights on a glorified courier mission, but Laurent
was right about the loyalties of the men still stationed in
Icewatch. The bigger concern was the bizarre and unexpected shift
in the enemy’s forces. Why would they suddenly allow anyone to
leave the city, especially Knights of the Silver Fist?

“The important thing is that our comrades
here believe me, sir,” Laurent said, smiling again. “I already told
them about the girl and her powers.”

“Her name is Tahira,” Cassel said.

“Er…yes, yes, of course,” Laurent stammered,
nodding to the other woman. “Everyone is eager to see what you can
do.”

“So am I,” Tahira said, smiling
nervously.

Cassel took a deep breath and tried to ignore
the prickling hairs on the back of his neck. He should have been
ecstatic about the news, but everything about this felt
wrong somehow.

“What’s the situation?” he asked. “Is
Knight-Commander Calreth still—”

“She is dead,” Laurent said solemnly. “I
don’t know why, but this ‘Wasting Echo’ seems to have affected the
knights here even more than in Highwind. A dozen have already
succumbed, and several more have fallen unconscious. They need our
help, sir. They need her help.”

Cassel whispered a silent prayer to Escar and
closed his eyes. A dozen dead already? If this doesn’t
work…

“Who is in charge now?” he asked.

“Knight-Captain Hathos has taken command,”
Laurent said.

“Mm,” Cassel murmured. He and Hathos had
trained together years ago, but they had never been close. If
memory served, however, Hathos was a quiet, religious man, which
was probably why he had been posted here at the Silver Tower.

“Before I arrived, Captain Hathos was
planning on abandoning the tower and taking the survivors to
Highwind before it was too late,” Laurent went on. “Thank the gods
you arrived when you did. They never would have made it past the
Vorsalosian army.”

“Definitely not,” Cassel agreed, glancing
back at Tahira. Her eyes had the same worried but trusting glint as
always. She was ready and willing to follow his lead no matter what
he decided. Realistically, though, they didn’t have much choice.
Returning to Highwind wasn’t an option; she wouldn’t be any safer
in the city than out here with a tower full of broken knights. And
if the Inquisitrix ever realized the threat this girl
represented…

“Take us inside,” Cassel said, turning back
to Laurent. “Let’s see if we can save our brothers and sisters
before it’s too late.”

Laurent smiled and nodded. “This way,
sir.”

 


***

 


The mere sight of the Silver Fist banners
hanging from the parapets unlocked a trove of pleasant memories in
Cassel’s mind. The clash of his first training sword striking its
target, the weight of his first suit of armor on his skin, the
warmth of the Aether coursing through him for the first time…

For all intents and purposes, his life had
begun right here. His transformation from Highwind urchin to
respected Knight of the Silver Fist had been slow and painful, but
at this point he could barely even remember his childhood on the
streets. For all the Order’s problems, it remained one of the only
institutions in the Northern Reaches willing to offer a helping
hand to the poor and rudderless. Its collapse would be every bit as
devastating to Highwind as an invading army marching through the
gates.

That’s why you are going to save it, no
matter what it takes.

The tower’s mighty doors ponderously swung
open, and Tahira gasped when she saw the splendorous interior. The
marble floors, the silver bannisters, the priceless paintings—the
main foyer could have easily been the entrance to a mansion or a
museum. Cassel drank it all in, and his emotions might have gotten
the better of him if an envoy hadn’t been waiting to greet them.
Knight-Captain Bertrand Hathos offered them all a warm, welcoming
smile as he strode forward and clapped Cassel on the shoulder.

“Julian,” he said. “It has been too
long.”

“Bertrand,” Cassel replied with a shoulder
clap of his own. All things considered, Hathos looked well for a
man suffering from the Echo. His armor and weapons were still
polished, and his short red hair and beard were still neatly
groomed. The bags under his eyes were the only real sign of
strain.

“Adrianna has already told us everything,”
Hathos said, nodding to Laurent. “It all sounds so…”

“Impossible?” Cassel prompted.
“Ludicrous?”

“Miraculous,” the other man replied, smiling
at Tahira. “After all this suffering, the gods still chose to send
us their envoy in our hour of greatest need.”

Tahira smiled awkwardly. “I-I only wish to
help.”

“We shall see about that,” another voice put
in.

Cassel turned as a young woman in priestly
vestments emerged from one of the spiral staircases flanking the
foyer. The seal of Escar was emblazoned upon her robes and
inscribed in the amulet dangling from her neck.

“Sister Vienne was trapped here when we were
severed from Escar’s grace,” Hathos said. “I’m afraid that the
roads haven’t been safe enough for her to return to the temple in
Ashenfel to the east.”

“Sister,” Cassel said, nodding.

She offered him a stern, cool smile before
her eyes settled upon Tahira. “So this is our alleged savior, a
‘Conduit to the Gods’ masquerading as a cultist.”

“I told you, her powers are real,” Laurent
insisted.

“Perhaps,” Vienne said, “but so are the pacts
offered by demons. Power has no virtue in and of itself—quite the
opposite, in fact.”

Cassel resisted the urge to snap at her. He
had spent the last two weeks bickering with the officers in
Highwind, and he was tired of repeating the same arguments over and
over. But he had known all along that this wouldn’t be easy, and he
refused to let his impatience squander their one and only chance to
save the Order.

Besides, he couldn’t really blame them for
being skeptical. Even if Tahira hadn’t been an Eternal Priestess,
she was obviously an outsider in more ways than one. The fact that
she was an Eternal Priestess—and the spitting image of every
horror story about red-haired sirens dressed in black—certainly
wasn’t helping their cause.

“Escar’s Code teaches us that honor and
nobility dwell in every heart,” Hathos said into the awkward pause.
“And it reminds us that strength can often be found in the most
unlikely places.”

“Indeed,” Vienne said, an even less
convincing smile tugging at her lips.

“Welcome to the Silver Tower, my lady,”
Hathos said, offering Tahira a crisp, formal bow. “Please, allow us
to offer you what limited hospitality we can.”

“Thank you,” Tahira replied. Her anxiety
seemed to wane ever so slightly, but Cassel still had to stop
himself from taking her hand. He needed to be especially careful
here. Appearances were more important than ever, and it was
absolutely vital that he not give anyone the wrong impression.

“Come,” Hathos beckoned. “As you can imagine,
we are all eager for a demonstration.”

The Knight-Captain led them through the foyer
and into the main hall. The last time Cassel had been here, the
wide, cavernous chamber had been filled with knights, squires, and
aspirants practicing in the battle ring or meditating beneath the
statue of Escar, but today it was silent aside from the occasional
groan or sigh from the infirmary. The emptiness was genuinely
disturbing.

“I assume Dame Laurent already explained the
current situation,” Hathos said, swallowing heavily as he stopped
in front of the infirmary. “The curse afflicting us has been
devastating. Fewer than half our comrades remain on their feet, and
most did not survive the first night.

“The wrath of the gods has been swift and
brutal,” Vienne whispered.

Cassel grimaced when he craned his neck and
peered inside. As a rule, the Order stationed far more knights in
Highwind than in the Silver Tower, yet the beds here were twice as
full as those in the Highwind temple. He didn’t understand the
disparity. Was it just bad luck, or was there a reason that the
Echo seemed even more devastating here?

“The gods have nothing to do with this
affliction,” Cassel said, turning back to Vienne. “There’s an old
Elvish term—the Vastien Glamor or Wasting Echo. In a sense,
we have all grown so dependent upon the Aether’s energies that we
can’t live without it.”

“Dame Laurent mentioned that particular
theory,” Vienne said. “It is obviously preposterous.”

“I know how it sounds, but it’s the truth,”
he assured her. “I don’t know if Laurent told you, but
Ranger-General Starwind and I were captured by a Senosi Huntress
right after the Shattering. We learned a great deal before we
escaped.”

“She mentioned it,” Vienne said. “I am
pleased you were able to escape, but I cannot understand why you
would believe a single word from the lips of our enemy.”

“Suffice to say, many of us remain
skeptical,” Hathos said, raising his hand in an obvious attempt to
forestall an argument. “But to be perfectly honest, understanding
the nature of this curse seems far less important than dealing with
its effects. I intend to do whatever it takes to save our
brethren.”

“I wish Commander Deswick felt the same way,”
Cassel said. “He seems convinced that prayer and repentance are the
only solution—even while his men continue to suffer.”

“Commander Calreth felt the same way. Her
pride would have doomed us all, given the chance.” Hathos closed
his eyes and whispered a quiet prayer. “The curse claimed her in
just three days. Many others followed in her wake, including most
of the other officers. So far, the squires have been the least
affected.”

“Perhaps because they have not channeled the
Aether’s energies for as long,” Tahira suggested.

“Perhaps,” Hathos said, studying the young
woman again.

“With all due respect, sir, you should allow
her to demonstrate her power,” Laurent said, her hands visibly
shaking. “That is why she is here, is it not?”

Hathos arched a brow at her. “Patience is one
of Escar’s core virtues, even in times of great crisis.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I just…” Laurent swallowed
heavily and balled her hands into fists. “The longer we delay, the
more our comrades suffer.”

The Knight-Captain grunted softly. “Very
well. We just need a volunteer to—”

Before he could finish, Tahira unexpectedly
reached out and touched Laurent’s hand. The other woman inhaled
sharply, and Cassel placed a steadying hand on her armored back
when it seemed as though she might lose her balance. He could feel
the Aether flooding through her like a river breaching a dam, and
after a few more seconds she reopened her eyes and stretched out
her hand.

“Escar,” Laurent breathed. “Grant me
strength!”

A radiant burst of blue-white energy exploded
in her palm. A ripple of surprise cascaded through the onlooking
knights and squires, and Cassel couldn’t help but smile. If
Commander Deswick had allowed Tahira to demonstrate her gift in the
temple, the same thing would have happened. Rebuffing the
idea of a Conduit was one thing, but seeing what she could
do first-hand was another.

“Gods…” Laurent rasped. Her pupils dilated,
her breathing slowed, and a contented smile tugged at her lips. If
Cassel didn’t know better, he would have thought she was an addict
who had just inhaled her first lungful of lotus vapor in
months.

“So it is true after all,” Hathos murmured.
For whatever reason, he sounded more amazed than excited. “Another
Conduit to the gods…”

Cassel frowned. “Another?”

“We have heard rumors about new channelers
who have pledged themselves to the Inquisitrix,” Hathos said. “She
has imbued them with great power and branded them her ‘Knights of
the Crimson Flame.’”

“Unfortunately, the rumors are true,” Cassel
said. “I’m just surprised you’ve heard about them all the way out
here.”

“They want everyone to know,” Laurent put in,
her eyes suddenly distant. “The Inquisitrix has offered power to
any Silver Fist knight willing to pledge themselves to her
service.”

Cassel nodded soberly. Lasille the Senosi
Huntress had made that same offer to him after he and Serrane had
been captured, but he hadn’t realized just how far that message had
spread. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Honestly, it was nothing
short of a miracle that more of his comrades hadn’t joined the
Inquisitrix out of desperation.

“The gods have obviously heard our prayers,
and they have chosen you as their messenger,” Laurent said to
Tahira. “We can still save the Order and Highwind!”

“That’s the idea,” Cassel said. “The only
trouble is that we’re not certain how many channelers she can
empower at once…or how long she can maintain the connection.”

“I am ready to try now,” Tahira said,
reaching out to Hathos…

“Let’s take this one step at a time, shall
we?” the Knight-Captain said, leaning out of her reach. “I don’t
mean to be rude, my lady, but you have to understand that this all
very…unexpected. Even after Dame Laurent told us what you
could do, I’m not sure how many of us actually believed it.”

“But now you’ve seen it with your own eyes,”
Cassel said. “Tahira is a Conduit, and she could be our
salvation.”

Hathos swallowed and glanced back over his
shoulder at Vienne. Something about his reaction seemed…odd. Given
the circumstances, a little anxious surprise was completely
understandable, but Hathos looked like he had just seen a ghost.
Vienne’s face, on the other hand, had turned to stone.

“I admit, I am concerned that the gods may
judge us for abandoning our oaths,” he said.

“No one is asking us to abandon anything,”
Cassel said. “Tahira isn’t trying to convert us.”

“Even if I were, there is nothing left to
convert you to,” she whispered. “The Senosi slaughtered my sisters
at our temple. I am the last of my faith.”

“This could still be a test,” Vienne said.
“All pacts for power carry a terrible price.”

“We’re not signing a pact with a bloody
demon,” Laurent protested. “She’s just a woman, and she’s standing
right here! The gods must have sent her in our hour of need!”

Vienne’s eyes narrowed. “The enemies of the
light often conceal their true intentions. We cannot afford
to—”

“Enough,” Hathos said, raising his gauntlet
again. He shifted his glare between Laurent and Vienne before
letting out a long, tired sigh. “We are all weary and distressed
from this curse. We need time to consider our options.”

“But we don’t need to be weary, sir,” Laurent
insisted. “She’s offering us a cure right now.”

The Knight-Captain’s lip twitched ever so
slightly as he turned back to Tahira. “You aren’t certain how many
channelers you can restore?”

“No,” she admitted. “Until now, I have not
had an opportunity empower anyone besides these two.”

Hathos chewed at his lower lip. The man was
obviously plagued by many of the same doubts as Commander Deswick
back in Highwind, and Cassel wasn’t completely unsympathetic. They
had all sworn an oath to uphold Escar’s Code, and they had spent
their lives believing that their faith was what allowed his power
to flow through them. But after the last few weeks, much of what
they thought they knew had been completely turned on its head.

Cassel didn’t necessarily believe
everything Lasille had told them back in Hastien’s Fall, but
he couldn’t afford to deny the reality of the situation—and neither
could Hathos or Vienne or anyone else.

Not if they wanted to survive.

“Then perhaps you should test your skills
with those who are most in need,” Hathos said finally. “The men and
women in the infirmary have nearly succumbed to the curse. If there
is any chance you can save them…”

“You can’t be serious,” Vienne breathed. “We
have no idea what will happen!”

“We’ll save their lives,” Laurent said,
touching Tahira’s arm. “Please…do whatever you can to help
them.”

Tahira nodded. “I am willing to try.”

“Good,” Hathos said, smiling wearily. “Let’s
get started.”

 


***

 


If any of the other broken knights had been
as anxious as Hathos, their concerns were quickly dashed to pieces
when they actually saw Tahira work. A few seconds of her touch was
all it took to stir the comatose knights back to consciousness, and
within half an hour every man and woman in the infirmary was awake
and desperate for food and water. As a healer himself, Cassel had
plenty of experience with people treating him like a savior. But
this…this was different.

This was a bloody miracle.

“Unbelievable,” Laurent whispered as her eyes
flicked back and forth across the room. “A few minutes ago, this
place was a graveyard…”

“Yes,” Hathos agreed. “It appears you were
right about everything.”

Cassel turned and frowned at the other man.
Hathos looked more frightened than relieved, and the more knights
Tahira cured, the paler the captain’s face became. She repeatedly
offered to save him from the Echo as well, but he politely refused
each and every time—as had Sister Vienne.

Faith can be a powerful shield,
Highlord Kastrius had once told him, but only if you never allow
it to overwhelm your reason.s

Cassel hoped that both of them would come to
their senses sooner rather than later. Perhaps a night of rest and
meditation would clear their heads.

“I am not certain how long their connection
will last,” Tahira said as she slumped down atop an empty cot. “I
can already feel the bonds weakening.”

On impulse, Cassel opened his palm and
reached out to the Aether. Its power washed over him, though the
currents were definitely weaker than a few hours ago. And for once,
placing his hand upon her shoulder didn’t seem to strengthen the
connection. This little experiment was obviously having an effect;
her power must not have been limitless after all.

“Even if it fades, you’ve given them what
they need to survive,” Laurent said, shaking her head in awe. “This
changes everything.”

“It’s still a long way from true
restoration,” Hathos said. “This is a pale shadow of the power we
could have mustered just a few weeks ago.”

Laurent turned and glared at him. “With all
due respect, sir, she just saved their lives!”

Hathos sighed and nodded. “I know, and I
don’t mean to sound ungrateful. Truly…we are forever in your debt,
my lady.”

Tahira smiled. “I only wish I could do more.
To be honest, I still don’t really know what I’m doing.”

“You could have fooled me,” Laurent
murmured.

Sister Vienne eyed the Eternal Priestess for
a long moment. “You don’t even understand the nature of your own
power, do you?”

Tahira shook her head. “Not really, no. It
all just…happens.”

“We discovered the truth during our escape
from the Senosi Huntress,” Cassel said. “Tahira restored my powers,
and our captors were taken completely by surprise.”

“And you haven’t learned anything more
since?” Hathos asked.

“Deswick and the others never gave us a
chance. I’ve no doubt they would have tried to lock her away if I
brought her into the temple library.”

“There are other places of learning in
Highwind. What about the Mage’s Guild?”

Cassel grunted. “What about them? They lost
their power just like we did, and they have been systematically
shunning sorcerers for generations. They couldn’t help us even if
they wanted to.”

“Still, the library is the greatest
repository of arcane knowledge in the region,” Hathos said. “There
must be something you could have done.”

Cassel frowned at the other man. “I realize
you haven’t set foot in the city in a while, but we had other
priorities besides sitting around combing through musty tomes.
Senosi assassins still stalk the streets, and the army camped
outside the walls is growing larger every day. The Council can
barely maintain order.”

Hathos sighed again. “You’re right, of
course. Forgive my rudeness. I just have so many questions…”

“We all do, believe me,” Cassel said. “But as
far as I’m concerned, all the answers anyone needs are right here
in this room.”

“With her help, we could rebuild the Order,”
Laurent said, crouching next to Tahira. “We could march to Highwind
and avenge our fallen comrades!”

“Vengeance is not our purpose or our
priority,” Hathos scolded. “And we still don’t possess anywhere
near enough information to march into battle.”

Laurent shook her head. “But sir, we
could—”

He silenced her with a raised gauntlet before
he glanced at Tahira. “You do not know how long this ‘cure’ will
last?”

The priestess shook her head. “No, but
probably not more than a few hours unless I renew the bonds.”

“And you must physically touch them to
accomplish that?”

“So far, yes.”

“I don’t see how that’s a problem,” Laurent
said. “If she stays in the infirmary, she could keep this up
forever.”

“She’s not a human well for us to tap
whenever we want,” Cassel said defensively. “We can’t just lock her
in a room.”

“It’s all right,” Tahira said, smiling up at
him. “I don’t mind. For now, it’s the only way to keep the Echo
from returning.”

“That may be true, but Julian has a point,”
Hathos said. “You’re not our slave and we will not treat you like
one. After all you’ve been through, you deserve some rest.”

“I agree,” Vienne said. This time, her smile
almost seemed sincere. “You’ve given us a lot to think about. We
should all spend the night in prayer imploring Escar for
guidance…and forgiveness.”

Laurent’s face sank as she glanced back at
the other knights. “What if their pain returns? What if their
condition worsens?”

“Tahira will be nearby if anything happens,
but we cannot expect to shackle her here indefinitely.” Hathos took
a deep breath and folded his arms over his chest. “We should
consult our own archive for answers. I will have the aspirants
begin an investigation immediately.”

“Sir, I don’t think we’re going to find the
answers we need in a book,” Laurent said pointedly. “We should not
squander the gift that has been given to us.”

“And we won’t,” Hathos told her firmly. They
held each other’s eyes for a long, awkward moment before he glanced
back to Cassel. “We cannot possibly thank you enough for what
you’ve done—both of you. But I’m sure we can all use some
rest.”

Cassel nodded. Another battle was obviously
raging beneath the surface here, but he still wasn’t sure precisely
what it was about. Religion? Protocol? Something else? All he knew
for certain was that Hathos seemed more intimidated than relieved
by Tahira’s power, and Sister Vienne…well, her standoffishness
might have been more understandable. She was a priest, not a
knight; she had probably spent most of her life praying to a god
that had apparently abandoned them.

“We could definitely use some rest,” Cassel
said after a moment. “It has been a long couple of days.”

“It has been a long couple of weeks,”
Hathos replied, clapping the other man on the shoulder. “We have
plenty of space in the dormitories upstairs. I’ll have one of the
aspirants show you to your rooms.”

Cassel offered Tahira a hand to help her up.
A familiar rush of power flowed through him the moment her fingers
slipped inside his, but he tried his best not to let the sensation
overwhelm him. “Lead on.”

 


***

 


When Cassel and Tahira arrived on the tower’s
second level, he couldn’t help but notice how much darker
everything was than he remembered. Apparently, the Shattering had
dimmed the many glowstones lining the walls, and the mundane
torches that had taken their place weren’t up to the challenge. It
was yet another reminder that the consequences of this cataclysm
extended far behind the crippled channelers themselves. The world
had been steeped in magic for so long that civilization was almost
completely dependent on it. Lights to dispel the darkness, barriers
to repel the cold, poultices to heal the wounded…

“I should warn you that the current state of
our guest chambers is…regrettable,” their escort said as he led
them through the tower dormitories. “Our hospitality was one of the
first casualties of the recent chaos.”

“I’m sure we’ll make do,” Cassel said,
forcing a smile. “After spending a night sleeping on cold dirt and
jagged rocks, a simple cot will feel like a bed stuffed with the
finest down.”

The aspirant smiled politely. “Captain Hathos
reserved this chamber for you, my lady,” he said to Tahira. “If
you’ll follow me, Captain Cassel, I can—”

“I’ve been gone a while, but I still know the
way,” Cassel said. “Which room is it?”

The aspirant pointed halfway across the hall.
“The third door on your left. It is a bit spartan, but I hope it
will suffice.”

Cassel smiled again. “Thank you.”

“It is my pleasure, sir. If either of you
need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

The aspirant nodded one last time before he
returned to the stairwell. The moment he was gone, Cassel nudged
Tahira into her room and shut the door behind them. “Escar’s mercy,
I thought he would never leave…”

Tahira arched an eyebrow at him. “You aren’t
going to your quarters?”

“I have no intention of leaving your side,
especially now that they know what you can do,” Cassel said as he
checked and secured the lock.

“You don’t trust your own people?”

“I don’t trust the Echo, especially since it
has afflicted them so much more strongly here.” He let out a long,
slow breath and turned. “Before you demonstrated your power, you
were little more than a promise and a faint hope. But now that
everyone has seen what you can do…” He shrugged. “This tower is
filled with desperate people in search of relief, and we just
proved that you might not have the capacity to save them all.
Eventually that’s going to be breed resentment.”

Tahira nodded soberly. “I understand. But why
not ask them to give us a larger room?”

“Because I don’t want anyone to know I’m
staying in here,” Cassel told her. “At least not yet.”

Groaning wearily, he unfastened his baldric
and braced his sword against the wall next to the bed. The room was
small but cozy enough, and once again he couldn’t help but remember
his youth. This place had been so much livelier then…

“I’m still surprised that Dame Laurent
arrived before we did,” Tahira said. “We are lucky to have her as
our advocate.”

“Yes, we are,” he murmured, biting down on
his lip in thought. “I can’t believe she made it past the siege…or
that Deswick would have sent them on a suicidal mission just to
bring a few loyalists back from Icewatch.”

Cassel shook his head and began fiddling with
the straps of his breastplate. After sleeping in his armor all
night, he couldn’t wait to tear it all off and go draw a bath.
Perhaps the heat would help clear his head.

“I don’t understand why Hathos and Vienne
refused my help,” Tahira said as she quietly slipped behind him to
help him with his armor. “I could see the pain of the Echo on their
faces.”

“They have many reasons to be wary,” Cassel
admitted. “Escar’s Code warns us to beware of false prophets and
their supplicants.”

“Is that how they see us?”

“I don’t know, but at least Laurent will
probably spend the whole night advocating on our behalf.”

“I can already feel her presence fading from
my mind,” Tahira said. “It won’t be long now until they all slip
away…except for you.”

The instant Cassel removed his breastplate,
her fingers took its place upon his back. They began kneading his
shoulders through his undershirt, and his eyes reflexively
fluttered shut.

“You don’t need to do that,” he said.

“You are sore and tense,” she told him. “You
should sit down and rest for a while.”

Cassel was just about to argue when her
fingers unexpectedly slipped beneath his undershirt. The instant
their flesh touched, a warm current washed over him as if he had
just set foot in heated bath. Her fingertips felt like they were
made of lightning, and he barely managed to stumble into a chair
before his knees completely melted.

“I wish I could explain how strange it feels
being connected to so many others,” Tahira said, closing her eyes.
“Most of the time I can barely sense them, but whenever they
channel, their presence becomes so much more…vivid.”

“They’ll be desperate for another taste
tomorrow,” Cassel said. “I guess we’ll find out just how many
knights you can empower at once.”

“I know I can do better. I will make you
proud.”

He frowned and glanced back at her. “You
don’t need to prove yourself to me. Not even a little.”

Tahira shrugged. “I need to justify the faith
you’ve placed in me. You saved my life, and you’ve taken so many
risks on my behalf. I owe you a debt I can never repay.”

Cassel reached up and touched her hand. “You
don’t owe me anything, I promise.”

She smiled. It was so sweet and earnest and
innocent that it almost broke his heart. He still couldn’t tell if
she truly understood just how important her gift was…or how much
danger she was in. Rumors of her divinity would inevitably spread,
and soon everyone in the bloody region would be desperate to tap
into this new fount of power…

“I should go and draw a bath,” Cassel said.
“Stay here until I return, and keep the door locked just in
case.”

Tahira frowned. “You are truly that
concerned?”

“No, but I don’t think we can be too
cautious.” He stood and smiled as reassuringly as he could. “I’ll
be back in a little while.”

Cassel slipped out of the room as quickly and
quietly as he could, and he waited until he heard her latch the
door before he strode down the hall to the one of the bathing
rooms. Considering how empty this place was right now, his paranoia
was probably overblown. Most of the knights who weren’t already
dead were down in the infirmary, and they wouldn’t be moving back
up here anytime soon.

Still, he remained worried about how they
would respond when their powers inevitably started to fade. Even
now, weeks after having his own powers restored, he started to
panic anytime he felt the Aether slipping away. It really was like
an addiction…

Sighing, Cassel stepped into the wide bathing
room and stripped off his shirt and trousers. One of the aspirants
had changed the water in the tub recently, though it was still icy
cold. Evidently the Shattering had sapped the energy from all the
tower’s magical amenities, but fortunately, he had no trouble
heating it to a reasonable temperature on his own. After a quick
scrub, he retrieved his clothes and returned to their quarters.
Tahira was waiting for him when he opened the door, just like had
asked.

Except this time, she was completely
naked.

Cassel’s mouth hung open, but he was struck
as speechless as a virgin in a brothel. For one, he hadn’t expected
her to greet him like this. For two…well for two she was simply far
more beautiful than he had realized. Apparently, her diaphanous
black robes had left something to the imagination after all.

Tahira stepped forward, her green eyes
fastened upon him. Her nubile young body almost looked more than a
statue than a woman; her pale skin was completely unblemished, as
if she had never suffered a single scratch in her whole life. Her
breasts were also significantly larger than he had realized…

“My body is the result of generations of
refinement by my Eternal sisters, all to create a proper vessel for
the return of the Goddess,” Tahira said, her voice a sultry
whisper. “I hope the sight of it brings you pleasure.”

Cassel swallowed and shook his head. “Tahira,
we—”

She pressed her finger firmly against his
lips. “You are my protector. Please, let me show you how grateful I
am.”

“But you—”

“Please,” she insisted. She held his eyes for
a long moment before she slowly and deliberately sank down to her
knees in front of him. Cassel’s cock had already swelled to its
full length, and the throbbing tip dangled barely an inch from her
lips.

“My sisters taught me all they knew about
pleasing males to properly extract their seed,” Tahira said. “But I
have never had the opportunity to practice their techniques…”

She leaned forward, lips parted, as she
prepared to swallow the thick, swollen head in front of her. Cassel
grimaced and reached out to push her away—

And gasped in shock the instant her lips
enveloped the tip. A surge of divine power rushed through him,
paralyzing his muscles and stealing his breath. Aetheric energy
crackled between them just like when her hands touched his skin,
but this was at least ten times more intense…and a hundred times
more pleasurable.

“Escar…ohhhh…!” he stammered.

Tahira rolled her tongue over the throbbing
head while her delicate fingers began gently stroking the shaft.
She looked so focused, so intense, like she was performing a vital
religious ritual rather than fellatio. His cock was a holy icon,
and she was a mere acolyte kneeling before its glory.

Cassel groaned in delight as he feathered his
fingers through her crimson tresses. The old horror stories about
the Eternal Priestesses looped through his mind, and he
specifically remembered Captain Dravis’s warnings about their
cock-worshipping ways. But Cassel wasn’t the slightest bit worried
about Tahira trying to drain his vital energy—on the contrary, the
longer her lips remained wrapped around his cock, the more readily
the Aether flowed between them. He was almost literally getting
sucked off by a goddess…

He almost fell over when she finally opened
wide and swallowed his full length. Her throat was a wet, scorching
paradise, and he cried out in delight when she cupped her hands on
his ass to pull him in deeper. Yet another surge of divine power
crashed over him, and when he looked down at her fluttering eyes
and heaving breasts, he knew he wouldn’t be able to last more than
a few seconds…

“Oh, gods,” Cassel breathed. “Here it
comes!”

Unlike most women performing fellatio for the
first time, Tahira didn’t seem concerned in the slightest. Keeping
her lips firmly sealed around him, she pulled back until the tip of
his cock was resting gently atop her tongue. She eagerly lathered
the swollen head, vigorously stroked the shaft…

And then, at the last second, locked her
green eyes onto his.

Cassel instantly exploded, pumping jet after
jet of searing seed across her tongue and down her throat. Yet
again, Tahira didn’t react like an amateur; she didn’t recoil or
gag or even gasp in surprise. She calmly and stoically accepted his
copious offering, and when his cock finally fell silent, she gently
pulled away, closed her lips, and swallowed every single drop.

“The temple scriptures preached that the gift
of life is precious beyond compare,” Tahira said. “I finally
understand what they mean.”

Cassel braced his hand against the wall to
remain upright—not from fatigue, but from pure euphoria. His cock
hadn’t even wilted; he could still feel the echoes of her power
shuddering through his body. He had never felt anything like
it.

Tahira slowly stood and dragged her
fingertips across his muscled chest. His skin tingled in their
wake, and she leaned in so close his still-throbbing cock brushed
her belly and nearly exploded again.

“I have never been with a male before,” she
said, stretching up on her tiptoes until she could kiss his chin.
“I want you to be the first.”

Cassel swallowed so heavily he almost choked.
“Tahira…”

“My body is yours,” she told him. “Please,
take me…take me any way you wish…”

Another crackle of her power shuddered
through him, melting away the last of his inhibitions. He was
completely under her spell; before he realized what was happening,
he clutched her thighs, lifted her up into his arms, and carried
her over to the bed. With so much of their naked skin touching, he
could have sworn he was carrying a living lightning bolt.

As Cassel gently laid her down, her legs
coiled around his waist and pulled him closer and closer until his
aching cock reached her pristine, unspoiled quim. Tahira gasped and
threw her head back when he eased the tip inside, and her
fingernails clawed so deeply into his back it probably would have
hurt if his mind weren’t so thoroughly clouded by bliss. Her quim
was more than just a warm, wet sheath for his manhood; somehow its
carnal heat seemed to envelop his entire body.

“By the gods,” Cassel gasped as he thrust all
the way inside. He was hardly green when it came to matters of sex
and pleasure; he had slept with plenty of women since he had come
of age, and little took him by surprise. But this…this was unlike
anything he had ever experienced before.

Because you aren’t just fucking a woman this
time—you’re fucking a living goddess!

His hands clasped around her waist as he
began thrusting in and out of her. He was slow and deliberate, half
because he didn’t want to hurt her and half because he didn’t want
to explode already. He couldn’t believe he had just spilled a
minute ago. He felt as revitalized—and as unstable—as if he had
just gone a week without release. He desperately tried to pace
himself even as she gasped and moaned beneath him.

“You don’t…” Tahira breathed.

Cassel shook his head. “What?”

“You…” she stammered, suddenly struggling to
make eye contact. “You don’t have to be so gentle.”

When she eventually mustered the willpower to
look at him, he smiled and kissed her lips. His hands clasped her
willowy arms, pinning them above her head, while he began to thrust
harder and harder. She squealed in immediate approval, and soon he
was slamming into her as if he were a ruthless warlord claiming his
prize…

“Oh…please…” Tahira gasped. “Take me, Julian.
Please, make me yours!”

Bracing his hands beneath her thighs, Cassel
propped her thighs up onto his shoulders so he could pound into her
even harder. Her body effortlessly contorted around him, welcoming
him inside, and when she cried out in climax, he swore that her
belly tattoo began to glow…

And then he completely lost control. His cock
exploded the instant he pulled free, showering her delicate, pale
flesh with blast after blast of his searing-hot gratitude. By the
time he was finally spent, her belly, tits, and chin were covered
in thick, ropey strands of seed.

“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed, slumping
forward. This time he definitely felt drained, and he might
have collapsed entirely if Tahira hadn’t cupped her hands on his
cheeks.

“That was perfect,” she whispered, a giddy
smile on her lips. “Absolutely perfect…”

She pulled him in for another kiss. And this
time, they both refused to let go.
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Opportunity

 


“Shalassa’s tits, are you sure you
know how to fly this thing?”

Serrane Starwind, the Ranger-General of
Highwind, couldn’t help but grin as she and her companion whipped
across the Shattered Peaks on the back of their stolen wyvern. The
freezing night wind chilled her bare skin and tousled her long
hair, and she could barely see anything with the moon concealed
behind the overcast sky. By any objective measure, she should have
been terrified.

Instead, she was exhilarated.

“Hang on,” Serrane warned. “We need more
speed.”

“More speed?” Valuri protested. “Are
you bloody—?”

Serrane gripped the reins and spurred the
wyvern into a dive. Her stomach shot into her throat as they
plummeted down the mountainside, and she lifted her arm to shield
her eyes as the wind sprayed snow across her face. Valuri clutched
the ranger’s waist so tightly it actually hurt, and the Huntress
audibly gulped when the wyvern suddenly pulled up and banked hard
around yet another snow-covered peak.

“Oh, gods,” Valuri mumbled. “I’m going to be
sick…”

Serrane snickered as she eased the wyvern
into a slower, less frantic descent down the face of the mountains.
So far, the beast had responded to her commands even better than
she had hoped. She continued to gently soothe its mind through the
Aether, assuaging its fears and insisting she had its best
interests at heart. Their connection was already stronger than she
thought possible.

Yet somehow, she knew it was only the
beginning.

“I think we lost them,” Serrane said,
squinting and glancing back over her shoulder. The billowing black
clouds from the destroyed hatchery had faded into the darkness, as
had all signs of their pursuers. The enemy wyvern riders had far
bigger problems to deal with now, like explaining how two women had
completely sabotaged their plans to douse Highwind in flaming
oil.

Grinning in satisfaction, Serrane leveled out
their trajectory and continued skimming across the mountaintops. If
they maintained their course, they probably could have reached
Highwind by daybreak, but she had other plans. After gliding ahead
for another hour, she started searching the hills and peaks below
for a suitable place to land. She knew these mountains better than
anyone, and it didn’t take her long to find a recognizable
landmark.

The wyvern set down in a grassy clearing
nestled between two particularly large, rocky overhangs, and the
instant the beast came to a halt, Valuri slumped out of the saddle
clumsily and rolled down onto the ground.

“Son of a bitch,” she rasped, keeling over as
if she were about to retch. “If we ever do something that stupid
again, please just leave me behind…”

Serrane chuckled as she dismounted. The
sudden shift from whipping across the mountains to standing still
was a little disorienting, and she braced her hand against the
wyvern’s scaly neck and gave him a reassuring pat.

“Good boy,” she soothed. “Everything is all
right. You never have to go back, I promise.”

The wyvern growled softly, and it—or rather,
he—reared back just enough that he could look upon her. His
giant yellow-orange eyes should have been terrifying, but Serrane
didn’t sense the slightest amount of hostility. If anything, the
beast was pleasantly surprised that she hadn’t forced him to keep
flying much longer.

“You can take a break,” Serrane told him.
“I’ll see what I can do about your wounds.”

Valuri groaned. “Making cute little voices at
dogs is one thing, but that thing can’t possibly understand
you.”

“Of course he can. Wyverns are highly
intelligent.”

“Compared to what? Jorem?”

Serrane smiled as she gently traced her
fingers along the beast’s scales. “They are all that’s left of the
dragons—real dragons, I mean, not the Wyrm Lord pretenders. Though
we haven’t seen one of those in this part of the world for
centuries, either.”

“That will change soon if wolf girl gets her
way.”

Serrane turned and frowned. “What?”

“Forget it,” Valuri said, waving her hand
dismissively. She braced herself against a nearby boulder and tried
to stand, but she was still struggling to keep her balance. “Are
you sure you don’t want to keep going? That thing is so bloody fast
we could get back to Highwind in no time.”

“We could, but he’s injured and needs some
rest—and so do you.”

Valuri snorted. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve
been in worse shape than this.”

“Regardless, you could use some time to
recuperate.” Serrane paused and glanced back towards the mountains.
“Besides, we will be better off returning to the city in daylight.
I’d rather not have to dodge my own rangers trying to shoot us
down.”

She kept her hand on the wyvern’s neck for
another minute, allowing him to grow comfortable with her touch,
before she finally shuffled beneath his mighty wing in search of
injuries. Most of the enemy arrows had missed or bounced harmlessly
off his tough hide, but a few had lodged into the narrow gaps
between his scales.

“This is going to hurt,” she warned. “But you
trust me, right?”

“If he doesn’t, I hope you know some kind of
spell to counteract poison,” Valuri said, eyeing the creature’s
venomous tail.

“He won’t harm me,” Serrane said, carefully
wrapping her fingers around one of the arrows. “Probably.”

Clenching her teeth in anticipation, she
wrenched the arrow from the wyvern’s flesh. He screeched just like
she had expected, but at least he didn’t whirl around and try to
eat her. She paused a minute to soothe his mind again before she
reached down to her belt and retrieved one of her healing
salves.

“I’m not sure how well this will work given
the size difference, but it’s better than nothing,” she said as she
rubbed the foul-smelling liquid into the wound. The wyvern clearly
wasn’t thrilled about the sensation, but thankfully he kept his
annoyed snarls to a minimum.

“If only he could talk,” Valuri said after a
few minutes. “Maybe he could tell you where the Inquisitrix found
all his brothers and sisters.”

Serrane pursed her lips in thought. “That
might actually be possible.”

The Huntress blinked. “Seriously?”

“Maybe. I can sometimes explore the recent
memories of animals. They don’t tend to recall much, of
course—their minds are purely instinctual. But like I said, wyverns
are highly intelligent.”

Serrane closed her eyes and reached out
through the Aether once more. She could feel the wyvern’s fear and
confusion but also his gratitude—he knew that she had saved him,
and he was thankful. She smiled at the thought as she tried to push
past his surface emotions and into his memories…

“Jukatta!” she winced, stumbling away
and clutching her wrist as a spike of pain shot down the length of
her arm.

“What’s wrong?” Valuri asked, sitting up.

“I’m fine,” Serrane insisted. “It’s the
Flensing—Aetheric backlash from overchanneling during the
battle.”

The Huntress nodded knowingly. “I’ve seen
Jorem hurt himself that way plenty of times over the years.”

“Humans are typically more susceptible.”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about overchanneling.
He’s just clumsy. And fragile. And kind of an idiot.”

Serrane chortled and glanced back over her
shoulder. Valuri had an impish grin on her lips and a puckish
twinkle in her eye. “You really enjoy mocking him, don’t you?”

“I enjoy mocking everyone. It’s how I
compensate for my own crippling emotional problems.”

Serrane laughed again. “From what I can tell,
that’s how you show affection. You must love him very much.”

“He’s all right,” Valuri shrugged. “Red is
the one I really miss, though. Great body, great tits, doesn’t
complain all the time…you two would get along nicely.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Serrane
said, “but you’re one of the strangest people I have ever met.”

“That’s probably why we work so well
together. I need a regular, straight-laced girl to keep me
honest.”

“Mm,” Serrane murmured as she backed away
from the wyvern. “You really were impressive back there.”

Valuri scoffed. “Unless I’m mistaken, you’re
the one who blew up the camp, stole a wyvern, and detonated a vault
full of oil.”

“I couldn’t have done any of that if you
hadn’t locked down Lasille. I’m completely helpless against the
Senosi.”

“Not completely helpless,” Valuri
said, a devilish glint returning to her eyes. “We’re all gluttons,
and a beautiful elf sorceress like you is an irresistible
meal.”

Serrane frowned. “How does that help me,
exactly?”

“Well, how did you escape from Lasille the
first time? We get so focused on dinner that we make mistakes.”

“Ah,” the ranger murmured, crouching down and
closing her eyes as the last of her lingering battle tension
drained away. “Speaking of mistakes…I hope you don’t regret what
happened last night.”

Both of the Huntress’s black eyebrows shot
upwards. “Are you kidding?”

“No. I don’t want to interfere with your
relationship with Jorem and Kaseya.”

Valuri snorted. “Honey, our relationship
isn’t that complicated. Red is the one with the collar and the
over-inflated sense of obligation. I do what I want, and Jorem does
what he wants. There’s nothing else to it.”

Serrane smiled back. “I’m glad to hear it.
Most humans in this region aren’t quite so…enlightened.”

“What about that knight of yours?”

“You wouldn’t ask that question if you knew
how we met.”

Valuri leaned forward. “Go on…”

“Another time, perhaps,” Serrane said with a
wink. A gust of bitter night wind blew across the clearing, and she
crossed her arms and tugged her cloak about herself for warmth.

“At least you can protect yourself with
magic,” Valuri said, shivering. Her fluttering red scarf and
cropped leather corset were clearly no match for the cold. The
exposed flesh of her pale midriff was riddled with goosebumps.

“I don’t want to risk channeling for a while
yet. If the Flensing knocks me unconscious, you won’t have anyone
to keep you company.”

“Good point,” Valuri murmured.
“Unfortunately, starting a fire also seems like a bad idea. For all
we know, there are a dozen riders out there still searching for
us.”

“Agreed. We’ll have to come up with some
other way to keep warm.”

The Huntress smiled slyly. “Any ideas?”

“One or two,” Serrane said, reaching into her
pack and retrieving her blanket. She unfurled the roll with a
single flick of her wrist and stretched it out across the flattest
expanse of grass. “The enchantment is strong enough to block out a
blizzard. Though the more body heat you generate, the better.”

“Then we should probably get started,” Valuri
said, wrapping her arms around the other woman’s waist and pulling
their bodies together.

Aluriel always says there’s nothing sweeter
than victory sex. And she’s usually right…

The bitter wind quickly became a distant
memory as Valuri gently laid the ranger down on her back and pulled
the blanket over them. Serrane was surprised—and a little
disappointed—when Valuri didn’t immediately try to strip her prize.
The ravenous Huntress who had so thoroughly dominated Serrane last
night had seemingly been replaced by a sweet, caring lover…

“Gods, you are so beautiful,” Valuri
whispered. “Do you have any idea how hot it was watching you shoot
all those idiots back there?”

“That’s…a little twisted,” Serrane
murmured.

“I’m a twisted kind of girl,” Valuri said,
taking the ranger’s hands and gently pinning them above her head.
“There are so many things I want to do to you right now.”

Serrane grinned. “Then like you said, you had
better get started.”

The Huntress’s bright green eyes turned
almost feral as she lunged at the ranger’s neck. She licked,
kissed, and nibbled her way down to the elf’s midriff, all while
frantically unstrapping and removing her breastplate.

Serrane closed her eyes and smiled
contentedly when Valuri began to sensuously suckle her nipples. The
Huntress knew precisely what she was doing, either because
she was also a woman or because she had a lifetime of practice.
Either way, Serrane’s body melted in pure bliss…

Her leather skirt and panties were the next
casualties, and her quim was thoroughly soaked by the time Valuri’s
tongue flicked across the slit. Serrane bit down on her lip to
stifle her cries, wary of the noise carrying over the mountains or
startling the wyvern, but it barely made a difference. Within
seconds her moans were echoing off the nearby peaks, and her thighs
clamped around the Huntress’s head in desperation.

Aluriel was right: victory sex really is the
best.

“Tanya nae elemendiya,” Serrane
breathed once she finally came down from her first climax. The last
remnants of tension in her muscles had faded, and she leaned up
just in time to see Valuri shuddering beneath the blankets. Her
lips and chin glistened with the elf’s juices.

“How are you so damn sweet?” Valuri asked,
her Senosi tattoos flaring to life as she fed. “I could eat you all
bloody night…”

“I can’t stop you,” Serrane whispered
eagerly. “I’m completely at your mercy…”

Grinning, Valuri crawled back up and kissed
Serrane on the lips. The sweet taste of her own juices on the other
woman’s tongue reignited the ranger’s quim, and her thighs clamped
desperately around Valuri’s waist.

“From the first moment I saw you, I knew
you’d be into some crazy shit—the pretty ones who act all tough
always are,” the Huntress said. “But I have to admit, I never
thought the Ranger-General would be such a sub.”

Serrane shrugged. “I used to be ashamed of
it. I tried to hide it for years…”

“And now you let that handsome knight of
yours have his way with you whenever you want?”

“And the pretty Huntress,” Serrane said.
“Assuming she ever stops talking and starts fucking.”

Valuri chuckled and licked at her lips.
“Gods, how did I ever survive without you?”

She leaned in as if she were about to steal
another kiss, but at the last instant, she grabbed Serrane’s waist
and roughly flipped her over onto her stomach. The ground was so
cold it chilled her nipples even through the blanket, but she
barely even noticed; the rougher the Huntress handled her, the
hotter she became.

“Head down, ass up!” Valuri snarled, pushing
Serrane’s head into the grass while simultaneously shoving her
knees forward and lifting her ass in the air. The elf could hear
the Huntress rifling through her pack, and a few seconds later, she
heard the familiar hum of the special phallus.

Serrane yelped the instant the magical member
slipped into her quim. The sound was so pitiful, so weak…a few
years ago, she would have loathed herself for acting this
way. She was a powerful warrior and sorceress, and the very thought
of being a simpering submissive—let alone enjoying it!—would have
driven her into a frenzy.

But not anymore.

“Fuck me!” she begged. “Fuck my tight elven
cunt!”

Valuri happily obliged. Grabbing a thick
handful of the elf’s blond hair, the Huntress slammed into Serrane
harder and faster than Cassel ever could. Valuri was brutal and
relentless…until she unexpectedly pulled out and brought her lips
down to the elf’s ear.

“I want your ass again,” Valuri said. “Take a
deep breath while you can, slut!”

Serrane frowned, unsure of what the other
woman meant…right up until the Huntress planted a hand on the back
of the ranger’s skull and shoved her face so hard into the blanket
she couldn’t even breathe.

“Squirm for me,” Valuri said, jabbing the
phallus right up Serrane’s waiting ass.

Even slickened by her sodden quim, the
magical cock still hurt…and it was every bit as glorious as it had
been last night. The ranger wriggled and squealed as the pain
quickly transformed into pleasure, and a climax struck her so hard
she almost snapped her back in spasm. The fact she could barely
breathe only made her cunt burn hotter.

“Gods, you are such a slut,” Valuri whispered
into her ear as she thrust deeper and deeper. “I bet you fantasize
about your rangers taking you like this. One cock after another
buried right up your ass…you’d love that, wouldn’t you?”

Serrane bit down on her lip and blubbered
into the bedroll. She had fantasized about exactly that many
times over the years. Aluriel would stick her in a pillory, and
then all her men from the captains to the recruits would take their
turn spilling deep inside her ass or cunt…

“I knew it,” Valuri sneered between labored
breaths. “You’ve probably fantasized about the knights too. Your
man Cassel would drag you into the temple, and the priests would
‘discipline’ you for all your sins. All the little squires would
line up to fuck your cunt and cum on your pretty elven face.”

Serrane whimpered when she imagined Julian
holding her down, his cock stuffed deep in her throat and his men
taking turns fucking her over and over and over. She loved the fact
that her body drove men wild, and she loved knowing how they would
tell tales of her tight, glorious elven cunt until they were old
and grey…

“Here it comes, slut,” Valuri warned. “Right
up your fucking ass!”

The Huntress cried out as the phallus
exploded. Serrane could feel every throb, every spurt, as the cock
flooded her bowels with its magical seed. She couldn’t move or
scream or even breathe, but that only made both of them cum harder.
Serrane was a split second from passing out entirely when Valuri
finally tugged on her hair and snapped her head back enough to let
air flood back into her lungs.

“Shit,” the Huntress hissed, slumping stop
her prey. “How do men survive with one of these attached to their
bodies the whole time? I’d want to try and fuck everything that
moves.”

“So do they,” Serrane said with a tired
smile. “You haven’t noticed?”

Valuri grunted and kissed the elf on the
cheek. “I think your new friend might think that I’m hurting his
mom.”

“You are—in all the right ways.” Serrane
glanced up and saw the wyvern staring directly at them, his
yellow-orange eyes twinkling in concern. She quickly reached out
through the Aether to soothe the beast’s mind just in case.

“How much longer do you want to spend up
here?” Valuri asked, stroking the elf’s hair and kissing the back
of her neck. “Because I don’t think we’re going to get much
sleep.”

“We’ll get plenty if you just do your
job.”

The Huntress frowned. “What?”

“I still have two holes that need filling,”
Serrane said with a coy smirk. “You had better hurry.”

 


***

 


By the time Serrane was finally satisfied,
Valuri was so exhausted she wanted to sleep for a week. Fighting a
life-or-death battle against an army at the hatchery was apparently
trivial compared to properly pleasing an elf maiden. For some
reason that little tidbit had never made it into the children’s
tales about Nelu’Thalas.

Still, the more Valuri used the phallus, the
more she appreciated how exhausted Jorem looked after he finished
giving Red a hard fucking. Whatever brilliant artificer had crafted
this thing should have added some restorative magic to the mix.
Perhaps she could take that idea and pitch it to the
moshalim back on Nol Krovos. They could make a fortune large
enough to repair all the damage to the island…

Valuri was asleep before she even realized
she closed her eyes, but she swore that only a few minutes passed
before Serrane’s elbow was jabbing her stomach.

“The sun will be up soon. We should be in the
air before then, just in case.”

Valuri groaned and struggled to open her
eyes. She was suddenly alone inside the blanket, but she could
still feel the echo of Serrane’s arms around her waist. The
Huntress couldn’t remember the last time she had actually snuggled
with someone all night. It was a surprisingly pleasant feeling…

“Why don’t you go on without me?” Valuri
mumbled. “I’ll catch up with you in a day or two.”

Serrane sighed. “You promised me that if I
fed you, you’d have enough energy to get up in the morning.”

“I promise a lot of things. I’m a trained
liar and assassin, remember?”

“I knew it would come to this. You’re lucky I
planned ahead.”

“You attached a bed to the saddle so I can
sleep while we fly?”

“Not exactly.”

Serrane grabbed Valuri’s shoulder and flipped
her over onto her back. The Huntress’s eyes slowly fluttered open,
and she expected to see a pair of scowling elven eyes.

Instead she saw a sopping elven quim.

“Eat your breakfast,” Serrane said, squatting
down and smothering Valuri’s face.

As far as rude awakenings went, this one
wasn’t so bad. Valuri eagerly slipped her tongue inside Serrane’s
slit, and her Senosi hunger fed upon the sorcerous juices within.
After a few meager seconds, Valuri was already revitalized enough
that she seriously considered strapping the magical phallus back on
and pounding Serrane until her sweet cries of submission echoed
down the mountainside.

But for once, the Huntress showed a modicum
of restraint. She fed until Serrane climaxed, then pushed the elf
onto her back and continued feasting until she climaxed again.
Suddenly, the pre-dawn world didn’t seem so bleak.

Valuri’s tattoos were still blazing green
while she got dressed, and she watched as Serrane knelt down and
soothed their new mount. The nasty wounds on the beast’s flank had
mostly closed thanks to the healing poultices, though he still
insisted on licking them every once in a while.

“You’re going to want to keep him around,
aren’t you?” Valuri asked.

“Of course,” Serrane said as if it were
obvious. “He’ll be a powerful weapon if and when the Inquisitrix
finally attacks the city.”

“One wyvern rider against several dozen, huh?
No offense, but I think I’ll take my chances on the ground.”

Serrane snorted softly. “I’m surprised you
don’t like flying. You are a ‘bad girl,’ right?”

“Only in the sense that I’m a moody bitch
with a staggering body count,” Valuri said. “That doesn’t mean I
like the idea of flying around on the back of a monster hoping it
doesn’t throw me off.”

“Well, you’ll be happy to know that he has no
intention of doing that with us,” Serrane said. “He likes you even
if you don’t like him.”

Valuri grunted. She didn’t have a problem
with most animals, but this creature made her skin crawl. And to
think, if Selvhara got her way, Jorem would eventually learn how to
transform into a real dragon twice the size of this thing.

As if his ego needs the boost. Plenty of
dumb, pretty floozies already fall into his lap as it is.

Valuri scoffed in disgust at the thought.
Still, she had to admit that it was fascinating watching Serrane
tame this beast. Part of that was just because it was fascinating
to watch Serrane to do anything—her grace, skill, and poise
were almost as alluring as her cute elven body—but her handling
skills really were extraordinary. The reputation of elven rangers
was apparently well-earned.

“I lost my horse when Julian and I were
captured at Hastien’s Fall,” Serrane whispered. “I hope Whisper is
still out there somewhere, but with the city under siege, I haven’t
had the chance to search for him.”

Valuri stared at the wyvern and tried to
mentally prepare herself for another trip through the sky. Just
thinking about it was already making her stomach turn…

“Does he get a name?” she asked.

Serrane paused for a moment. “Garadros.”

“That’s a mouthful.”

“It means ‘opportunity’ in Old Falîn. It
seems appropriate.”

“I would have gone with Deathface, but
whatever.” Valuri drew in a deep breath and glanced out to the
horizon. The first rays of sunlight were already starting to
splinter over the mountains to their east. “All right, let’s do
this. If he does drop us to our deaths somewhere, you owe me a
drink.”

The Huntress hopped up into the saddle behind
Serrane, and she once again clutched the elf’s waist for dear life
when Garadros rushed forward and leapt into the air. Every time
they soared over a new peak, Valuri expected a dozen other wyvern
riders to appear on the horizon and chase after them, but the enemy
was nowhere to be found. Perhaps they were still putting out the
flames…or bickering over who had to deliver the news to Vorsalos in
person. Inquisitrix Marcella had been unforgiving even before she
had become a living goddess…

They cleared the mountains shortly after the
sun had fully risen, and Valuri’s stomach finally settled once she
could actually see where they were going. The view from here truly
was breathtaking; even the endless farms of the Lastharvest Plains
looked stunning from a few hundred yards in the air. Highwind
itself was visible from many miles away, and Valuri couldn’t help
but take a moment to appreciate the city’s size and grandeur. The
winding stone wall, the sprawling port along the river, the twin
spires of the Silver Fist Temple and the Grey Citadel…

And of course, the Vorsalosian army laying
siege to it all.

“Maybe they’ll think we’re on their side
until it’s too late,” Valuri said, leaning close to Serrane’s ear
so she didn’t have to yell over the wind.

The ranger shook her head and pointed.
“They’ve been warned about us.”

Valuri squinted and shielded her eyes against
the sun as a pair of dark blots appeared in the sky over the north
wall. They quickly grew larger and larger until their wyvern-shaped
silhouettes became more obvious.

“Shit,” the Huntress swore. “What do we
do?”

“You hang on,” Serrane said. “I’ll
steer.”

The ranger tugged at the reins, and Garadros
roared as he flapped his mighty wings and climbed even higher.
Having been lulled into a false sense of security, Valuri’s stomach
nearly emptied right then and there. She had never been more
thankful for a light, healthy breakfast of elven cunt rather than
actual food…

The other riders matched their altitude, and
when they closed to within a few hundred yards, they both unleashed
a barrage of blazing fireballs in the hopes of blasting the rogue
wyvern out of the sky. Valuri grimaced, expecting the worst—she
could absorb the magic just fine, but her Senosi powers wouldn’t
prevent her from cratering when her mount plummeted from the
sky.

Thankfully, Serrane had other ideas. Kicking
her heels into the wyvern’s flank, she pushed Garadros into a
breath-stealing dive. The fireballs exploded around the two women,
rattling their ears and blasting them with waves of heat, but
somehow they emerged unscathed.

And then Serrane really got to work. After
pulling up and steadying their descent, she plucked her bow from
its harness on the saddle and took aim. Firing accurately like this
seemed completely impossible—the wind was whipping against them so
hard it was a miracle they hadn’t been blown to pieces, and the
iron grip of Serrane’s thighs was now the only thing holding her in
the saddle. There was also the embarrassing fact that Valuri was
still madly clutching the ranger’s waist like a child holding onto
her mother’s skirt.

But apparently none of that bothered Serrane
in the slightest. One flaming arrow after another materialized on
her bowstring as she unleashed a searing barrage at their pursuers.
One of them managed to veer away in time, but his partner wasn’t so
lucky—her arrow struck the wyvern and exploded in a brilliant
orange burst, blasting a wing from its body. The beast’s dying
shriek was so horrific that Valuri almost had to release her grip
to cover her ears.

“Take us home, boy,” Serrane said, pivoting
back around and grabbing the reins in one hand.

Valuri watched in amazement as the other
wyvern rider gave up his pursuit, and a few moments later, she and
Serrane were soaring into the city unmolested. No one tried to
shoot them—on the contrary, the rangers on the walls unleashed a
roaring cheer when they spotted their victorious general.

Serrane intentionally swooped low enough over
the streets that people could recognize her. Judging from how
quickly the shocked gasps transformed into raucous cheers, the
crowd had obviously been desperate to see one of their defenders
actually accomplish something for once. This was leadership, not
grandstanding.

And somehow it’s making her even sexier.
Gods, how is that even possible?

Serrane eventually steered the wyvern towards
city hall and ordered Garadros to land right in front of the stone
steps. The guards outside scattered in an even less dignified
manner than the nearby civilians, but once their general hopped out
of the saddle, they all seemed to regather their wits.

“Uh, are you sure this is a good idea?”
Valuri asked, glancing around at all the surprised faces slowly
turning towards them.

“The city doesn’t have a real aviary, and I’d
rather not set down at the stable where he could eat the horses—at
least not until we make some adjustments,” Serrane said. She placed
her hand on the side of the wyvern’s face to keep him calm. “And
the sooner the people get used to seeing him, the better.”

Valuri grunted as she swung out of the
saddle. She took several long, deep breaths to try and cleanse her
lingering nausea, and she had to brace herself against the beast
just to keep her balance. This may have been the first and only
time she actually regretted wearing heels…

“Escar’s mercy,” a deep male voice called out
from the top of the steps.

Valuri steadied herself just in time to see
two armored, vaguely familiar figures striding down to meet them.
The one on the left was Constable Mannick, the leader of the
Highwind Guard, which meant that the man on the right must have
been Knight-Commander Crowe of the Silver Fist. Neither one dared
to approach with striking distance of the wyvern’s barbed tail.

“Gods, what have you done this time?” Mannick
breathed, his hand settling upon the handle of his sheathed
sword.

“She found the hatchery,” Crowe said, a hint
of a smile on his lips. “It was actually real, wasn’t it?”

“Real—and far larger than we feared,” Serrane
confirmed. She patted Garadros one last time before she ascended
the steps towards her fellow councilors. “There were dozens upon
dozens of wyverns up there, and as far as we could tell, they were
preparing to launch an attack at any moment.”

Mannick slowly dragged his eyes from Garadros
to Valuri. “We? Who in the bloody hell is this woman? She
looks like—”

“A Senosi Huntress, yes,” Serrane said.
“Valuri and her comrades helped us hold Icewatch when the
barbarians attacked. Surely you remember my report.”

“I do,” Crowe said, eyeing the other woman up
and down. “You trust her?”

“I wouldn’t have brought her here otherwise.
Without her help, I wouldn’t have made it back at all.”

Mannick’s lip twitched in obvious disgust.
“First you ignore your duties and ride off into the mountains
without our permission, and now you drag a bloody Senosi right to
our doorstep. Have you gone completely mad?”

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” Valuri said
with a mocking half salute. “Did the Black Mistress buy that fancy
armor for you, or did you have it crafted before she wrapped you
around her finger?”

The constable’s face went white. He shot a
baleful glare at the Huntress and even reached for the handle of
his sword. “You dare speak to me that way?”

“I speak to anyone I want, any way that I
want,” Valuri said, shrugging. “It’s one of the virtues of being a
bitch.”

“I will not—”

“Easy,” Crowe soothed, extending his arms
between them. He tried to hide it, but he definitely smiled for a
fraction of a second. “Let’s save this conversation for the Council
chambers, shall we?”

Mannick turned and glared at him. “You want
to invite this Senosi cunt inside?”

“I want to act like civilized people,” Crowe
said, his voice cooling a few degrees. “Any allies are welcome in
these troubled times. If General Serrane vouches for her, that’s
more than enough for me.”

Valuri crossed her arms. “Sensible and
handsome. That seems like a rare combination in paladins these
days.”

Both Crowe and Mannick turned to look at her,
but thankfully Serrane didn’t give them a chance to dwell on her
sarcasm. “We located a massive stockpile of oil near the hatchery,”
she explained. “Presumably, the Inquisitrix was planning to use it
to burn portions of the city.”

Crowe swore under his breath. “But you
destroyed it?”

“She did,” Valuri said, pointing at the elven
woman. “It was one hell of a shot, too. She took out dozens of
soldiers and several other wyvern riders. For a moment, I could
have sworn that the whole mountain was on fire.”

Valuri made sure to tilt her head enough that
her voice would project down the stairs. The crowd was keeping a
safe distance from Garadros, but more and more of them were
arriving from adjacent streets every second. With luck, this would
buy Serrane a great deal of political capital among the common
folk.

Crowe grunted and shook his head.
“Apparently, we shouldn’t have doubted you, General.”

“What?” Mannick said, turning. “You’re not
actually going to forgive her?”

“Forgive her for what? She doesn’t need our
permission to do her job.”

“Her job is to sit on the Council and help us
govern!”

“The Ranger-General’s duty is to protect
Highwind by any means necessary,” Crowe said. “And unlike the rest
of us, she still has the power to do so. We should be
grateful.”

He also seemed to be intentionally projecting
his voice down the stairs, and he made a big show of stepping
forward and clapping Serrane on the shoulder. Evidently, not all of
the knights were complete idiots—this one actually understood the
art of subtlety and politics.

“Grandstanding won’t save Highwind from the
wrath of the Inquisitrix,” Mannick seethed in a low voice. “And one
pet wyvern will not change the balance of power.”

“No, but he will certainly help,” Serrane
said. “We could use him to scout the area, and we’ll force the
enemy army to keep up their guard. They’ll have to commit more of
their own wyverns to aerial defense.”

“Or they’ll simply attack,” Mannick said. “We
still don’t have enough men to repel them. We need more archers on
the walls, and there is only person who can provide them.”

Valuri snorted. “Here it comes…”

The constable turned and glared at her again.
“We are running out of time, and the Black Mistress can have her
army in the streets within a matter of hours. At the very least, it
might convince the Inquisitrix to reconsider her tactics.”

“Oh, she’ll definitely change her tactics,”
Serrane said. “She was planning to burn a portion of the city to
force our surrender. That tells me that she doesn’t want to commit
her forces to a front assault. Taking Highwind street by street
will be a long, bloody affair, and it will winnow her army enough
to prevent her from marching south to Falcon’s Ridge or anywhere
else.”

“Which is her ultimate goal,” Valuri added.
“She doesn’t just want to control Highwind—she wants to control
every city-state in the whole bloody region. She wants to merge
them together into her own kingdom capable of rivaling Crell and
Galvia.”

Serrane nodded. “She will try to starve us
out. If she can hold the siege during the planting season,
thousands will die come winter. The farmers here in the city will
riot. We’ll tear ourselves apart.”

“Having an extra army on the walls will drain
our provisions that much more quickly,” Crowe said, picking up on
their cue. “We do not need the help of criminals, miscreants, and
whores.”

Mannick’s lip twisted again. “Your pride will
get us killed. The Black Mistress has offered us magic as well as
men—magic that could save our ships in the harbor and our men on
the walls!”

“Magic that we cannot control,” Crowe said
pointedly. “Magic she will undoubtedly use to solidify her control
once—”

“You boys really need to get a room
somewhere,” Valuri said. “The sexual tension is obviously driving
you both mad.”

She had never seen two men glare at her with
more seething contempt, not even Jorem after she had tricked him
into thinking they were leaving Red behind on Nol Krovos. Mannick
actually looked like he might try and slap her…

“The point is that our victory at the
hatchery has probably bought us a little more time,” Serrane
soothed, stepping between them. “We also have a new weapon, and I
suggest we go inside and decide how best to use it.”

Crowe eventually grumbled under his breath
and waved his gauntlet dismissively. “We should discuss this
properly in the Council chambers. Where are you planning on keeping
that thing?”

“He can stay right here for now,” Serrane
said, reaching back and stroking the wyvern’s neck.

“You can’t be serious,” Mannick breathed.
“It’s already drawing a crowd. What happens if it attacks—”

“He won’t,” Serrane insisted. “Let the people
gather and gawk—let them see that their defenders have actually
accomplished something.”

The constable sneered at her again, but at
least he was smart enough to know when he had been beaten. He
turned and strode back inside the main hall, and Crowe wasn’t far
behind.

“Impressive,” Valuri said, tossing the ranger
a sly smile. “And here I thought I was the one who knew how to lock
men’s balls in a vise.”

Serrane grunted. “They’re not actually bad
people. Fear has driven them to make poor decisions…and I can’t
really blame them.”

“Still, it’s a good thing we’re here to save
the day, huh?”

“Indeed.”

Valuri was seriously tempted to sweep Serrane
up into her arms and give her a nice, long kiss right in front of
the crowd. The sheer scope of the scandal would be glorious to
behold. Unfortunately, it would distract from the real story here,
which was that Serrane had scored a victory against the Inquisitrix
and brought a spark of hope back to the city. That was what
the people needed to see.

At least until the war was over. Maybe then
they could make out in the plaza fountain for tips.

“I can wait out here if you want,” Valuri
said. “According to Jorem, I’m not exactly an asset when diplomacy
is concerned.”

“From what I’ve seen so far, he’s not wrong,”
Serrane muttered. “But your bluntness is exactly what the Council
needs right now, and you know the enemy better than anyone else in
Highwind. We could use your expertise.”

“Flattery, deference…I could get used to
this,” Valuri said. “But they aren’t actually going to pay me for
my help, are they?”

Serrane grinned. “I wouldn’t count on
it.”
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Allegiances

 


“You are a dragon, and I am your humble
servant. Now…and forever.”

Selvhara stared up at the dragon looming over
her, still in awe of his power and glory. Jorem’s transformation
had been every bit as dramatic as she had hoped—his flesh had
completely transformed into shining red scales, and his hands had
been replaced by bestial claws. His yellow-orange reptilian eyes
glimmered dangerously inside his massive, horn-covered skull, and
he had even sprouted the beginnings of a barbed tail. All told, he
had grown to at least twice his normal size. He would have been
completely unrecognizable to anyone who hadn’t watched him
turn.

An age had passed since she had served such a
glorious master, and even though her quim was overflowing with his
seed, she yearned for more. She wanted him to take her over and
over and over again until there could be no doubt that she was his
and his alone…

“Jorem…” Kaseya breathed from the shadows
behind them.

The dragon slowly turned and faced her. “The
power…I…”

The amazon reached out and touched his scaly
arms. Allegedly, Kaseya could experience everything Jorem felt
through her faintly glowing collar. If that were true, Selvhara had
never been more jealous of anyone in her entire life.

“Ahhh…” Jorem rasped as his passions
slowly cooled. One by one his scales began to shrivel into human
flesh, and his bones popped and cracked as they shrank back into
their true form. Selvhara was thoroughly mesmerized; she knew
better than anyone how unsettling such a transformation could
be.

Once Jorem was himself again, he slouched
into the amazon’s arms and struggled to catch his breath. Sparks of
Aetheric energy crackled at his fingertips, and Selvhara could
still feel the magical power rolling off him in waves.

“You have achieved the first stage in your
ascension,” the druid whispered. “You are fenume rohir—a
dragon knight who is neither man nor beast.”

Kaseya turned, and her blue eyes narrowed
into angry slits. “You betrayed us.”

“I know, and I am sorry,” Selvhara said. “But
the deception was necessary. A dragon is power, and there is
nothing as powerful as rage and lust. The potion was merely a
catalyst to—”

Jorem thrust out his hand and unleashed a
plume of searing flame just over Selvhara’s head. The dry moss on
the cavern wall ignited like kindling, bathing the small camp in
flickering light. He scowled at the druid, his eyes blazing with
barely controlled fury.

“I should burn you to cinders,” he
snarled.

“If my death will appease you, my lord, so be
it,” she told him, propping herself up on an elbow. “But I am not
lying when I tell you that I will do anything you wish. I have
spent centuries waiting for the opportunity to serve another Wyrm
Lord. This world—this land—is desperate for a true dragon to
destroy the last remnants of the Valathrim and usher in a
new Age of Sorcery!”

Jorem and Kaseya both glared at her, their
faces twisted in a combination of confusion and disgust. Selvhara
couldn’t really blame them; she had thoroughly broken their trust.
If the Senosi were here, she never would have let this go. That was
part of the reason Selvhara had needed to do this now, before they
returned to the surface.

“You may restrain me if you wish,” she said,
offering them her hands. “Take my anklet if you desire as well. I
submit myself to your power, my lord, body and soul.”

The sorcerous flames engulfing Jorem’s hands
continued sizzling angrily, and for a few terrifying heartbeats,
Selvhara wondered if she had miscalculated. Had she stoked his rage
beyond the breaking point? Would he actually be angry enough to
destroy her? All Wyrm Lords were tempestuous by nature in her
experience, though she had only ever met elven ones. A human dragon
might be even more unpredictable…

“Restraints will not hold her,” Kaseya
said.

“Not rope ones, anyway,” Jorem agreed. He
closed his hands and quenched the flames within, but he wasn’t
finished—he quickly channeled another spell and conjured a
shimmering mantle of spell armor around Selvhara’s naked body. It
wasn’t meant to protect her, however—it was meant to
restrain her. The diaphanous strands squeezed her arms and
legs together until she could barely move.

She probably should have been horrified, but
the harder the magical bindings squeezed, the slicker her quim
became. Her first master had often bound her like this before
having his way with her in the servant’s quarters…

Finally, after a thousand years, you can
become a Wyrm Lord’s concubine once again!

“I suggest you tell us what’s really going on
here,” Jorem said. “You can start by explaining what the hell you
just did to us.”

“As I said, only rage and lust could unlock
your true power,” Selvhara said. “I needed to burn away your
inhibitions for the memories to flow freely to the surface. You
felt it, yes? The legacy of your bloodline passed down through the
generations?”

Jorem nodded slowly. “Yes, but I couldn’t
understand them. They were just flashes and images of people and
places I don’t know.”

“The memories will sharpen over time. The
legacy of your heritage is seared into your blood. Your ascension
is inevitable.”

He glanced down at his hands as if he barely
recognized his mortal flesh. She had seen the same incredulous look
many times before, though not for a dozen human lifetimes.

“I wanted to respect your wishes and allow
you to ascend on your own terms, I truly did,” Selvhara said. “I
simply ran out of time.”

“Ran out of time?” Jorem asked. “For
what?”

“For you to save me.”

He shared another confused glance with
Kaseya, and Selvhara took a deep breath and mentally braced herself
for their reaction. She had been dreading this moment ever since
she had first dragged him to shore near Ostvara. The deception had
been necessary in the heat of the moment, but now…

Now the end of her centuries-long bondage was
finally at hand.

“I am bound to the service of a dark master,”
Selvhara told them, “a Conduit of great and terrible power who
seeks to rule this world as its one true god.”

“A Conduit…” he breathed. “You’re a
channeler?”

“Yes.”

Jorem recoiled, and the shimmering restraints
squeezed her ankles and wrists even harder. His eyes were wide with
fear, and Selvhara became worried he might do something
foolish…

“Please, let me finish,” she begged. “I do
not serve my master by choice; I am forcibly bound to his divine
will. Without his power, the moon-curse flowing through my veins
would take full control, and I would be little more than a ravenous
beast. You have heard many tales of lycanthropes—surely you have
wondered how I maintain my elven form even beneath the light of the
moon.”

Jorem nodded slowly. “The question had
crossed my mind.”

“My lord granted me this curse and the power
to temper it long ago. At the time, I felt I had little choice—the
wolf’s blood literally saved my life. But now…” Selvhara licked at
her lips and swallowed as a deluge of long-buried memories washed
over her. “I have been searching for a way to free myself from his
tether for a very long time, and I believe that you are the
answer.”

“She is not lying,” Kaseya whispered.

Jorem arched an eyebrow at her. “How do you
know?”

“I can see it.”

“See what?”

“The tether binding her to a Conduit. It is
faint, like a shadow buried within another shadow. But it is
definitely there…”

Selvhara almost smiled. The Godsoul prison
beneath Nol Krovos must have given the amazons strange and
wonderful gifts indeed.

“The One God is Valathrim,” the druid
went on, “perhaps the very last in the world with his consciousness
still intact. Long ago, in the age before sorcery, he was often
worshipped in the same breath as your Escar and Shalassa. My lord
was a god of vigilance and purity who sought to expose evil and
corruption in the hearts of mortal men.”

Selvhara took another deep breath. “Since his
defeat at the end of the Godswar, Dathiel has sought the means to
escape his prison in the Pale and return to the mortal world. His
servants—the Watchers—once dedicated themselves to hunting down
sorcerers much like the Senosi, but as more and more of the
Velhari prisons collapsed, their mission changed. They have
spent the last several centuries searching for and collecting
Godsouls. My master has consumed them all, and his power has grown.
Soon he will be strong enough to escape the Pale…and a true, living
god will walk this world again.”

Jorem swallowed. “That probably shouldn’t
sound as ominous as it does.”

“My lord believes that his escape will mean
the end of sorcery as we know it,” Selvhara said. “He wishes to
return the world to its ‘natural state’ where the gods rule and
mortals obey.”

“Is that even possible?”

“I do not know,” she admitted, “but he sent
me here to help him defeat the Inquisitrix. He believes that
reclaiming her Godsoul will give him the last spark of power he
needs to free himself and return.”

Jorem turned to Kaseya as if waiting for her
to confirm or deny what Selvhara was saying, but the amazon was
still transfixed by the tethers. Her blue eyes were so dilated they
looked black, and she still hadn’t bothered to retrieve her
breastplate.

“If you want to kill the Inquisitrix, what
the hell are you doing here?” Jorem asked.

“Even with my gift, I cannot defeat her
alone,” Selvhara told him. “Only a dragon has the power to defeat a
Conduit, and my lord prophesized that you would be the first Wyrm
Lord on Torsian soil in generations. By training you, I would
ultimately serve his goals.”

“But you lied to your master,” Kaseya
whispered.

“About many things,” Selvhara said, nodding.
“You represent my first chance for freedom in a very long time. And
the prospect of serving another Wyrm Lord…” She swallowed hard. “I
was not lying about my affiliation with the Vin Aetheri, at least
not completely. I did serve them once, and I believe in their
cause. The reign of the Valathrim ended a long time ago.
Sorcerers are the true kings of this world…and dragons are the true
gods.”

A dozen different expressions flickered
across Jorem’s face in the span of a few seconds. Selvhara had no
idea if he believed her or not, but at least the worst of his rage
had been mollified. Against all odds, her only hope of getting
through to him—and Valuri—might have been Kaseya…

“You have served this Dathiel for a very long
time,” the amazon said, reaching out her hand as if she could touch
the Aetheric tethers binding the druid to the One God. “You are far
older than you appear.”

“Yes,” Selvhara confirmed.

Jorem’s eyes narrowed. “How old,
exactly?”

“I honestly do not know an exact number, but
I reached adulthood in the waning years of the Dragon War. I served
the last trueborn prince of Tir Lanathel, and I was there when the
first human Conduits burned the city to the ground. As the Avethian
Empire crumbled around me, I watched a human one slowly take its
place.”

Kaseya shook her head. “But that was
thousands of years ago. Even elves do not live that long.”

“The blood of the wolf carries many gifts,”
Selvhara said. “I do not know if I am truly immortal, but I have
never felt the claws of time upon me. The One God assured me that I
would serve him for all eternity—such was the price of my
salvation.”

Selvhara paused and closed her eyes. “I am
Faetharri—a lowborn ‘wood elf’ from the forests of Falinor. In the
days of the Empire, we were the casteless servants and stewards of
the highborn Avetharri. Only humans and the other slave races were
beneath us…especially those like me, the Nugûl, who were
born without a spark of magic in our veins.” She snorted softly and
glanced up at Jorem. “In many ways, you and I are reflections of
one another. You are a sorcerer born into a society that hates
magic; I was Nugûl born into a society that reveres it.”

Jorem exhaled slowly, and the magical
restraints binding the druid loosened slightly. “What about
Conduits? What about divine magic?”

“When I was a child, the Avetharri had
already destroyed or imprisoned the gods—there were no Conduits, at
least not until the humans began unlocking the Velhari,”
Selvhara said. “At the Empire’s zenith, blood and birthright were
everything. All the great cities—from Tir Lanathel to Nost Lathrien
to Tir Fallas—were ruled by the strongest sorcerers from the most
celebrated families, and those with the dragon blood were
effectively gods among elves. The only reason a Faetharri
Nugûl like me had anything was because a Wyrm Lord took pity
on me. He noticed my fascination with history and scholarship, and
he made me his personal archivist…and concubine.”

“That doesn’t sound like pity,” Kaseya said,
her lip twisting in disgust. “It sounds like he made you his
slave.”

“Oh, not at all!” Selvhara insisted. “I could
have left whenever I wished, but why would I? I had everything I
could have ever dreamed of…and I enjoyed serving him. He was a
dragon, and I was Nugûl. I was humbled that he would even
grace my body with his touch.”

She shifted her eyes to Jorem. “Now I wish to
serve you, my lord. Your blood teems with the power of a lost age.
I will help you reclaim your birthright—I will help you rule a land
that is rightfully yours!”

Jorem shook his head. “You’ve been around me
long enough to know that I don’t want any of that.”

“But it is what you deserve,” Selvhara
told him. “It is your destiny!”

“Uh huh,” he murmured, closing his eyes and
massaging his forehead. “Escar’s mercy, why can’t anything ever be
easy…”

Selvhara shuffled forward on her knees and
lowered her head. “I submit myself to your judgment, my lord. I
know I have deceived you, but I swear I will be a loyal servant. My
body—and life—are yours to do with as you please.”

Jorem and Kaseya stared at one another,
clearly trying to decide what to do with the woman at their feet.
There were still a thousand other things Selvhara could tell them
about Dathiel, about the Empire, about her past…but for now, at
least, she couldn’t help but smile as a week of pent-up tension
drained out of her. She had never wanted to lie to them in the
first place, and revealing the truth about her origins and her
purpose felt even better than she had imagined.

She was still bound to the One God, of
course, but for the first time in an age, she finally saw a way to
escape his leash…by willingly, eagerly, handing it to
another.

“Son of a bitch,” Jorem breathed. He lowered
his hands, and the magical bindings around the druid’s ankles and
wrists vanished. “Get up.”

Selvhara raised her head and smiled at her
new master. “What would you have me do, my lord?”

“First, put your clothes on. Second…” He
sighed and flexed his fingers as if he still expected them to be
claws. “Second…we keep walking. I want to get the hell out of here
as quickly as possible.”

 


***
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Jorem pressed his fingers into his temple for
about the hundredth time since he and the girls had abandoned their
camp and pressed on through the Underworld. The mental haze from
Selvhara’s little alchemical stunt had theoretically faded by now,
but he still felt…unsettled. Half the time he wanted to
order the group to stop and rest again, while the other half he
wanted to push on until they reached the surface no matter how long
it took.

Either way, the omnipresent darkness was
suddenly the least of their problems. He could barely even bring
himself to worry about Solemi and Varassa and the drow right now.
All he could think about was the creature he had just become…and
what it meant for the future.

Despite everything Selvhara had told him
about the draconic transformation—despite the fact he had breathed
fire and scorched an armored man to cinders—it hadn’t truly felt
real until he had stared down at his own scaly flesh. The physical
transformation had been terrifying in its own right, but in
retrospect the mental transformation had ultimately been far more
harrowing. Jorem had spent his whole life seeking sanctuary, not
power. He had never wanted to rule anyone; even his
master-bodyguard relationship with Kaseya had initially made him
uneasy. But the instant the dragon blood had flared in his veins,
everything had changed. He had never felt so powerful, so
invincible, in his entire life.

And now you want to feel it again.

Jorem swallowed and closed his eyes. Growing
up in Vorsalos, he had very quickly understood the necessity of
concealing his abilities, even when it would have been convenient
to use them. He had resisted the urge to manipulate the minds of
shop owners when he had been starving, and he had avoided shooting
fire from his palms when he had been desperate. The constant threat
of the Senosi had kept him in check, and over time he had started
to think of his gift as a curse.

But what if it could be more? What if
Selvhara was right and he had only just started to unlock his full
potential? What if he really was destined to take to the skies and
rule like the Wyrm Lords of legend?

The Wyrm Lords who forged a world-spanning
empire…and then nearly destroyed it fighting amongst
themselves.

Kaseya, sensing his ruminations through the
collar, reached out and took his hand. The warmth of her skin was
almost enough to soothe him, but he still wished he could sit down
and speak with her—alone—for a little while. They were going to
have so much to tell Valuri when they finally met back up with her.
She would probably slap him…right before she tried to murder
Selvhara.

Sighing, Jorem forced his mind back into the
present. None of them could afford to let their guard down here in
the endless dark. The air seemed to be getting cooler the farther
they traveled from Vel’shannar, and the luminescent fungus was
getting disturbingly sparse. He could have easily conjured a globe
of light to compensate, but he didn’t want to make them an even
easier target. Every horror in the Underworld would have been able
to see them coming from miles away.

The trio eventually reached a massive chasm
so deep he never heard a thud when he experimentally flicked
a pebble over the edge. He wouldn’t have been surprised if there
were a thousand horrible creatures lurking in the shadows down
there…but then again, that feeling was more or less omnipresent in
the Underworld.

“The bridge appears sturdy enough,” Kaseya
said, pointing to the rocky arch stretching across the gap. “But we
have seen tracks from so many different creatures that I’m
concerned about what may lurk on the other side.”

Jorem nodded and nibbled at his lower lip.
“What does the map say?”

“It is crude and sparse on details,” Selvhara
said, unfurling the parchment Nym had given them earlier. “I would
be happy to scout ahead before we cross, my lord.”

Jorem sighed and closed his eyes. He still
wasn’t sure what to think about the druid or her long-winded story,
but her sudden shift in attitude was making him uncomfortable. A
part of him almost hoped she was faking the whole thing, and not
just because he didn’t want to get squashed by a dead god who was
out for revenge. It made him uncomfortable to think about anyone
being so excited at the prospect of being a slave…

And yet another part of you craves it. The
dragon blood deserves—and demands—respect. Why not let her shower
it upon you? If nothing else, it will drive Val completely
insane.

“You might as well take a look,” Jorem said,
rubbing at his eyes. “You can see a hell of a lot farther than the
rest of us.”

Selvhara nodded enthusiastically. “I shall
return in a few moments.”

The druid turned and dashed towards the
bridge. Just before she vanished into the darkness, she hunched
over and began to transform into a wolf midstride. The process was
only slightly less haunting from a distance, but this time he
wasn’t bothered by the fur or jowls or teeth—he was bothered by the
fact it reminded him of what he had become.

“A few days ago, I wouldn’t have trusted her
either,” Kaseya whispered as she glided behind him and began
kneading his shoulders. “I am not certain why I could not perceive
the tethers binding her to her master before.”

“Neither of us understands our abilities,”
Jorem said. “I wonder if my transformation has had any effect on
you?”

“Perhaps. I could feel everything through the
tan’ratha. It was…”

“Horrifying? Painful?”

“Incredible,” Kaseya breathed. “I used to
believe that the moshalim were living gods, but they could
never match this kind of power. Perhaps that is why you were meant
to be my Maskari.”

Jorem grunted. “You know, prior to all this
bullshit, I had never been big on the whole concept of destiny. I’m
still not sure what I think about it.”

“Neither am I,” Kaseya admitted. “This is
true of many things since I met you.”

“Yeah, well…sorry about that.”

“You have no reason to apologize. My world
has grown beyond anything I could have possibly imagined, and I
have you to thank for it.”

“You also have me to thank for being stuck
down here in this hellscape,” Jorem said. “And for being pursued by
the drow and a dragon and the Inquisitrix…”

“At least half of those are Valuri’s
fault.”

Jorem snickered softly. “True enough. That
feels amazing, by the way.”

“I know,” Kaseya said, kneading harder. “I
can feel it too, remember? Why else would I ever do anything nice
for you?”

He glanced back over his shoulder to see her
with a rare impish smile on her lips. “Speaking of Val, maybe it’s
good for you to get a little time away from her,” Jorem said.
“She’s rubbing off on you too much.”

“Someone has to fill the void,” Kaseya said,
grabbing his shoulders and spinning him all the way around so she
could kiss him. Between her hands and her lips, his tension level
dropped by half in just a few moments.

When he eventually pulled away, Jorem leaned
his forehead against hers and gently stroked her cheek. “I would
have completely lost my mind down here without you.”

“You did anyway, at least for a little
while.”

“True…” he murmured, drawing in a deep
breath. “It was only a few hours ago, but it already feels like a
different lifetime. For a while there, I could have sworn I was
trapped inside the body of a beast. Everything was so…”

“Primal,” Kaseya said. “Instinctual.”

“Yeah,” he whispered, swallowing. “Maybe that
part will go away eventually.”

“Hopefully not all of it.”

Jorem pulled back an inch and studied her.
“What?”

“The sensations were scary at first, but they
were also…invigorating,” she said, nibbling at her lip. “It was so
raw and bestial, and when I felt you take Selvhara for the first
time…”

He smiled despite himself. “You enjoyed
it?”

“Every bit as much as you did,” Kaseya said,
brushing her fingers across the collar. “The next time you change,
will you take me like you took her?”

He could feel her entire body quivering in
anticipation, and he was seriously tempted to throw her to the
ground and fuck her right then and there. Despite how well he
thought he knew her, she was still more than capable of surprising
him from time to time…

“I wouldn’t want to hurt you,” Jorem
whispered. “Selvhara is very…durable.”

“So am I,” Kaseya insisted.

Before he could protest, she leaned in and
kissed him again. He could feel the collar’s power swelling along
with their shared lust, and he suddenly didn’t care that they were
stuck in a pitch-black cavern miles beneath the surface. All he
wanted to do was strip off her armor, fling her to the ground, and
spear his cock into her sopping cunt over and over and over…

Jorem was a fraction of a second from doing
just that when Kaseya abruptly went stiff and pulled away. Her eyes
narrowed at the long shadows beyond the dim blue light cast by the
luminescent fungus, and she slowly crouched to retrieve her sword
and shield…

A brief flicker of movement from the corner
of his eye was Jorem’s only warning, and it wasn’t nearly enough.
He whipped his head around just in time to see a hooked, purplish
claw lash out from the shadows and arc towards his throat. Kaseya’s
shield intercepted it at the last possible instant, saving him from
certain decapitation. Sparks showered through the air as the claw
screeched across the metal, briefly illuminating a horrid,
ten-foot-tall monster covered in jagged, chitinous plates.

And it wasn’t alone.

A second creature lunged out of the shadows
behind them near the bridge, and Jorem reflexively thrust out his
hands and unleashed a fiery plume to drive it back. It didn’t work;
the flames broke harmlessly over the creature’s carapace like water
over rocks, and he would have been decapitated a second time if
Kaseya’s sword hadn’t whirled around and parried the blow.

“Stay behind me!” she shouted as she lunged
back into the fray. Her sword sliced through a narrow gap in the
first monster’s chitin, and it shrieked in pain as a geyser of
yellow blood hemorrhaged from the wound. The amazon used the
precious split-second to duck and roll away from the second
monster, and Jorem’s heart froze in his chest when she nearly
tumbled into the gaping chasm behind them.

Gritting his teeth, he reached out to the
Aether. Kaseya had bought him the extra time he needed to properly
concentrate, and he mustered significantly more power. Another
orange-red plume burst from his fingertips, searing both monsters
as they tried to converge on his partner. They screamed and
stumbled backwards as the heat finally penetrated their shells.

Unfortunately, the light from the flames was
bright enough to illuminate a much larger section of the cavern,
and Jorem belatedly realized why they had seen so many tracks
recently. Four more of the beasts were rushing towards them,
apparently undeterred by the fire or the screams. Jorem leaned back
and braced himself against a nearby boulder, scrambling for ideas,
when Kaseya abruptly shouted and pointed above them.

“Look out!”

He barely managed to roll away before another
of the monsters detached itself from the high ceiling and tried
impale him from above. The diving creature’s momentum allowed its
blade-like arms to shatter the boulder as easily as if it were a
melon, and it glared at Jorem with a pair of bulbous, beady eyes.
The monster almost certainly would have charged right at him if
Kaseya hadn’t bashed it with her shield and knocked it off balance.
It whirled around in a frantic attempt to slash her, but she deftly
ducked beneath its wild swipe and then kicked it hard enough to
send it tumbling off the edge and into the chasm.

Once again, the rest of the blade-armed
horrors didn’t seem deterred. Whether driven by starvation or
malice, three more of them lunged for the amazon while the fourth
rushed at Jorem. He knew that he had to stall their advance—it was
the only possible way he and Kaseya were going to get out of
this—so instead of scorching the one in front of him, he blasted
the creature with a powerful, concentrated burst of air. The force
of the impact wasn’t strong enough to crack the monster’s carapace,
but it did bowl the creature backwards into its companions. All
four of them rolled and skidded several yards across the rocky
ground, buying Jorem and Kaseya precious time. The problem, of
course, was that they had nothing to do with it.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

The words from the Avetharri crystal seared
into Jorem’s mind for the thousandth time, and he allowed them to
drum over and over until they became a rhythmic chant thumping
along with his heart. His dragon blood boiled in his veins, and
channeling the Aether suddenly became as trivial as breathing. The
power coursing through him quickly became unstable, but it no
longer crackled at his fingertips.

It burned deep within his throat.

Throwing back his head, Jorem unleashed a
deep, bestial roar…and then spewed a torrent of flame so bright it
lit up the cavern for fifty yards in every direction. The nearest
monster didn’t so much burn as disintegrate; even its thick,
chitinous carapace charred into ash in less than a second. The
monster behind it, still half bowled over from the gust of wind,
only lived long enough to shriek one final time as it cooked alive
inside its shell.

Somehow the others still weren’t driven
off…though even if they had been, Jorem wasn’t sure he could have
stopped himself from destroying them. Something deep inside him
compelled him to rush forward in search of another kill, and it was
only after he met one of the beasts claw to claw that he realized
he had transformed. His arms, now covered in thick red scales,
proved virtually impervious to harm. Swatting the surviving
monsters aside, he reared back, inhaled sharply, and roasted them
to ash.

“Zor kalah…”

Jorem whirled around to see Kaseya standing
behind him, the flames reflecting in the golden trim of her armor.
He couldn’t believe how small and delicate she suddenly looked…

A flicker of movement from the bridge caught
his attention, and he turned and sucked in a deep breath just in
case any more of these monsters wanted to test their luck. But then
he spotted a pair of narrow lupine eyes, and he watched as a
white-grey wolf emerged from the darkness and slowly transformed
back into a woman.

“Lle val alaa linate,” Selvhara
stammered as her head swept back and forth across the carnage. She
didn’t appear the least bit concerned—on the contrary, she looked
downright excited. “It has only been a few hours, yet you
have already transformed again!”

“Yes…” Jorem rasped, though he barely
recognized his own voice. He glanced back down at his claws, but he
didn’t recognize them, either…

Closing his eyes, he forced himself to take a
long, slow breath. The Aether seeped out of him, slowly at first
but faster and faster every moment until it was gone. His muscles
all seemed to quiver at once, but when his eyes finally reopened,
his hands were his own again.

“When you assume the form of a dragon, you
become the Aether’s avatar,” Selvhara beamed. “You become a nexus
of its power and an instrument of its divine will.”

Jorem blinked and rubbed at his eyes as he
studied the carnage around them. Given time and focus, he could
have annihilated these horrid creatures with his sorcery, but doing
so would have assuredly triggered an Aetheric blacklash. As a
dragon, however, he seemed completely immune to the Flensing—he
could keep channeling forever without the slightest
repercussions.

The revelation was exhilarating and
terrifying all at once. The legendary conquests of the Avethian
Empire suddenly seemed far more believable…

“The other side is clear,” Selvhara said,
touching his arm. “What are your orders, my lord?”

“We should keep moving,” Jorem said, turning
and taking Kaseya’s hand as well. “I want to meet Varassa and get
the hell out of here as soon as possible.”
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A Taste of
Divinity

 


A brilliant ray of sunlight splintered
through the room’s only window, warming Julian Cassel’s face and
slowly stirring him back to consciousness. A soft female voice sang
a soothing tune nearby, and a smile tugged at his lips. His first
sleep-addled thought was that Serrane would be annoyed about him
oversleeping again; his second was the belated realization that the
voice wasn’t singing in Elvish.

Cassel inhaled sharply and sat upright. As
the fog slowly cleared from his mind, he glanced over to his left
and saw Tahira sitting naked and cross-legged at the center of the
room, a ring of burning candles festooned around her. The smell of
incense was overpowering but familiar; Cassel recognized the spicy
scent from his days as an acolyte. A quick glance at the opposite
wall confirmed that she had raided the supply cabinets.

“Shit,” he whispered, running a hand back
through his tousled hair when he suddenly remembered what had
happened last night. A wave of guilt immediately crashed over him.
The reason he had wanted to share a room with this girl was to
protect her, not sleep with her…

“Good morning,” Tahira said, her eyes still
shut. “Are you rested?”

Cassel was on the verge of complaining about
how much he hated mornings when he realized that he felt completely
refreshed. Back in Highwind, he rarely ever had the chance to enjoy
a full night’s sleep, but that wasn’t the only reason he felt
rested. When he closed his eyes, he could actually feel the
Aether crackling in the air around them.

“I’m, uh…I’m fine,” Cassel murmured, clearing
his throat. “How long have you been…?”

“I started the ritual an hour ago,” Tahira
said, smiling and blowing out one of the candles. “It was every bit
as invigorating as Sister Basyle promised.”

He bit down on his lip, unable to stop
staring at her naked flesh. He couldn’t help but remember how good
it had felt to have her legs wrapped around him last night…

“A morning meditation?” he asked, clearing
his throat again.

She smiled and shook her head. “No. It is a
prayer ritual meant to thank the Eternal Lady the morning after we
are inseminated.”

Cassel’s jaw dropped to the floor, and his
heart froze in his chest. “What? Oh, gods…”

“I am not pregnant, do not worry,” Tahira
soothed. “I am not certain why I wished to perform the ritual. It
just felt…right.”

He closed his eyes and buried his face in his
hands as his heartbeat slowly returned to normal. He had no idea
how she could possibly know if she was pregnant or not, but given
all the rumors surrounding her cult…

Escar’s mercy, Julian, what have you gotten
yourself into now?

“You needn’t worry,” Tahira said, placing a
hand upon his knee. “You are quite virile, just as I knew you would
be. I have no doubt that you will successfully inseminate General
Serrane in time.”

Cassel’s heart stopped yet again. “What?”

“You do wish to have a child with her, do you
not?” Tahira asked, obviously confused. “I just assumed…”

He tried to speak three times before words
finally came out of his mouth. “I don’t…I have no…” He paused and
forced himself to take a deep breath. “We haven’t really thought
that far ahead.”

“I see,” Tahira murmured, even though she
clearly didn’t. “Well, you needn’t worry. All Eternal Sisters learn
to control our own fertility. I would never allow your seed to take
root without your consent.”

Cassel blinked. This can’t be real. You
can’t actually be having this conversation…

“I am pleased that my body could bring you
much-needed solace,” Tahira said, placing her hand upon his. As
always, his skin began to tingle at her touch. “Please, allow me to
complete the ritual by relieving you again.”

“That, uh…that won’t be necessary,” Cassel
stammered. “We should probably—”

“You remain very tense,” Tahira interrupted
as she shuffled forward on her knees to the edge of the bed. “Just
try and relax.”

She gently placed her hands on his legs to
help swing them over the side of the bed. Unsurprisingly, the sight
of her naked, nubile body had already stirred his manhood to life,
and the instant her fingers touched the shaft, he felt another
crackle of energy surge through him.

“Oh, gods!” he blurted out, leaning his head
back against the wall. Just like last night, Tahira didn’t simply
stroke the shaft and inhale the tip. She didn’t act like a woman
performing fellatio on her lover—she acted like a priestess
worshipping a holy idol. Every lick, every kiss, and every stroke
was methodical and deliberate, and he resisted the urge to place
his hand in her hair and guide her movements. It wasn’t as if she
needed the help.

He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth
when another shiver of power rippled through his swollen stem and
across his body. His cock was like a lightning rod, and her lips
and tongue were the storm. It took all his effort not to explode
when she began stroking him in earnest.

“It’s all right,” Tahira soothed as she
rolled her tongue across her lips. “I am eager and ready to receive
your bounty.”

Keeping her green eyes locked upon his, the
priestess leaned forward and swallowed his full length. Between the
raw heat of her mouth, the glorious sight of her plump breasts, and
the zealous intensity in her eyes, Cassel didn’t stand a chance. He
completed her ritual in explosive fashion, firing salvo after salvo
of searing seed straight down her throat. Tahira didn’t budge until
he was finished, at which point she slowly leaned back on her
haunches, lips still parted, and rolled his gift across her tongue
as if it was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted.

“Thank you,” she whispered once she finally
swallowed. “Your virile bounty brings honor to the Goddess…and to
me.”

“Right,” Cassel murmured. He slouched back
against the wall as a wave of weakness crashed over him, but
strangely enough, it didn’t last more than a few seconds. Aetheric
energy continued crackling through his body, constantly
reinvigorating and rejuvenating him. His cock had barely even
wilted, and judging from the way Tahira was still eyeing it, he
half expected her to beg him to fuck her again…

Cassel swallowed heavily and reached for his
trousers. The sight of her bare breasts—not to mention the thin
trails of seed trickling down her lips and chin—was making it
incredibly difficult to focus. She really was breathtaking, and the
fact that she was essentially a living goddess made the prospect of
touching her all the more irresistible. But he reminded himself
that the knights here were all still counting on them, and the
sooner they checked on the men she had revived, the better.

“We should head down to the infirmary,” he
said. “Can you, um, can you still sense anyone you connected
with?”

“Their presence faded overnight, just as we
expected,” Tahira said, closing her eyes. “I hope I can renew their
connection just as easily as before.”

“You will, I’m certain,” Cassel assured her.
“Since no one barged into our room acting like there was an
emergency, they’re probably still in better spirits than before. If
not…”

He sighed and braced himself for the worst as
he led Tahira down the spiraling stairwell. He still didn’t hear
any sounds downstairs, and the longer the stillness endured, the
more it bothered him. At the very least, he had expected the
mouthwatering scent of fresh bread and cooked meat to be wafting
through the tower, but instead the building almost seemed like it
had been abandoned. No one had added fresh oil to the lanterns or
swept the stairs. The whole building felt even more like a
graveyard than last night.

Cassel was almost ready to panic when he
spotted Captain Hathos and Sister Vienne quietly conversing in the
main hall. They both looked even more haggard than they had last
night; he wondered if they had managed to get any sleep at all.
Behind them, a small handful of aspirants scurried about and
performed their daily chores, but otherwise the tower seemed
completely dead.

“Julian, thank Escar you’re up,” Hathos
called out when he spotted them. “We have a problem.”

“Yes, it’s walking right next to him,” Sister
Vienne spat, her eyes narrowing at Tahira. “Why are you really
here, witch? To give us false hope and then watch us suffer?”

Tahira froze in place. “I-I do not
understand,” she stammered. “I didn’t—”

“The men you ‘saved’ last night are all in
worse condition than before!” Vienne snapped. “I doubt they’ll live
to see another sunrise.”

“What?” Cassel breathed, glancing
towards the infirmary. “But they were back on their feet!”

“I’m afraid your cure didn’t last,” Hathos
said gravely. “They all began to deteriorate a few hours ago, and
we haven’t been able to revive a single one of them.”

Cassel stomach twisted into a knot so tight
he almost retched on the spot. “That’s not possible,” he whispered.
“It hasn’t happened before.”

“You said yourself that her powers were
untested, yet you were foolish enough to trust them,” Vienna said,
still glaring at the Eternal Priestess. “You brought a plague to
our doorstep!”

Tahira recoiled in horror, her hands
trembling as she covered her mouth. “No…no, I didn’t…”

“Where is Dame Laurent?” Cassel asked,
peering into the nearby rooms. “Her powers were restored back in
Highwind just like mine, and neither of us suffered any ill
effects.”

“I’m afraid that Adrianna’s luck has also run
out,” Hathos said. “Her sudden deterioration was our first clue
that something was wrong. We were speaking outside the
Knight-Commander’s quarters when the weakness struck. She barely
made it to the bed before she collapsed.”

A bitter lump rose in Cassel’s throat. You
are the one who brought this upon them. You are the one who
insisted this was the only way to save the Order…

“Why didn’t you wake us?” he asked, his voice
a hollow rasp. “We could have tried to help!”

“And allow your witch to finish them off?”
Vienne hissed. “She is no ‘Conduit.’ She is a False Prophet sent by
the Dark Gods, and you are obviously under her spell!”

“Enough,” Hathos warned. “Julian has been a
loyal servant of the Order his entire life. His honor is above
reproach—as are his intentions.”

Vienne turned and scowled at the man next to
her. Cassel knew this might be his only opportunity to try and
salvage the situation…

“Please, let us back into the infirmary,” he
said. “For all we know, the Wasting Echo is the cause. Tahira could
still revive them, and perhaps there’s a way for her to sustain her
connection to them even longer.”

“Are you mad?” Vienne snarled. “You want us
to let you poison our brothers and sisters again?”

“You just said that you doubt they’ll survive
another night,” Cassel pointed out. “Do you have another plan to
save them?”

Vienne continued glaring at him, but Hathos
simply shook his head.

“No,” he admitted. “I fear this curse will
destroy all of us soon.”

“Then at least let her try again,” Cassel
pleaded. “We owe it to our comrades to do everything we can to save
them.”

“I will not allow you to corrupt their souls
any further,” Vienne protested. “You have done more than enough to
damn them in the eyes of the gods already. We will be fortunate if
Escar even allows their spirits to pass beyond the Pale!”

“Oh, for the love of…” Cassel shook his head.
“We can’t just abandon them! If there’s even a chance she can help
them, we need to try!”

“I agree,” Hathos said.

“What?” Vienne stammered. “You can’t be
serious!”

“We are out of options. Her touch restored
them last night.”

“Yes, and then—”

“I would rather try something than nothing,”
Hathos said with a touch of finality. He kept his eyes on Vienne
for several long, awkward seconds before he shifted his gaze back
to Tahira. “If Julian still believes you can help, then please…do
whatever you can to save our brothers and sisters.”

Tahira swallowed and nodded. “I will do
everything I can, I promise.”

Cassel placed a steadying hand on her
shoulder, wishing that Dame Laurent were here with them. She had
been their strongest advocate, and he felt nauseous when he thought
about the Echo claiming her along with the others. It didn’t make
any sense…he had never experienced the slightest drawback from
Tahira’s power. The Aether still flowed through him more readily
than ever.

“Come on,” Cassel said, nudging his companion
towards the infirmary. “Let’s see what we can do.”

Vienne shadowed their movements, her baleful
scowl growing colder and colder with every step. If she had still
possessed her priestly powers, she might have tried to stop them
with force—hell, any of the knights who were still standing might
have tried the same thing. But whether they liked it not, Cassel
was the only channeler left in this tower. He was proof that Tahira
wasn’t a fraud.

Or maybe her connection to you is different.
Maybe you are the only one she can empower without consequence.

Pushing aside that harrowing thought, Cassel
strode into the infirmary and mentally prepared himself for the
worst. The situation was just as bleak as it had been before they
arrived, possibly worse. The air reeked of vomit, and every single
knight Tahira had revived earlier looked sickly and pale.

The Eternal Priestess shuffled towards the
closest bed, her hands trembling as she knelt down beside the
unconscious knight beneath the sweaty, tattered blankets. His
breathing was slow and shallow, and the veins on his face had grown
so dark and purple they were visible beneath his flesh.

“Goddess be merciful,” Tahira whispered,
placing her hand upon the man’s cheek. “Please, let this work…”

Aetheric energy flowed out of the priestess
as if she were a river, and Cassel held his breath when the
unconscious man’s fingers twitched with life. But as the seconds
and minutes ticked by without any further change, Tahira’s face
darkened with dread.

It didn’t work. None of this worked! You
promised to return to Highwind with an army, not a wheelbarrow full
of corpses!

“Can you sense anything?” Cassel whispered,
even though he was terrified of the answer.

Tahira’s brow furrowed. “I can feel the bond
reforming, but…”

Cassel frowned at her. “But what?”

“I do not understand. His mind…” Tahira’s
eyes fluttered, and she shook her head. “His mind refuses to
wake.”

Cassel grimaced. “Perhaps he needs more
time.”

“Or perhaps she is corrupting him with her
taint!” Vienne hissed. “This is heresy, Bertrand!”

Captain Hathos sighed softly. “We should give
the girl a moment to—”

“No,” Vienne snarled. “I will not stand by
and allow this sacrilege to continue any longer.
Guards!”

The knights standing by the exit strode
forward at her command, halberds clutched menacingly in their
hands. Tahira recoiled, and Cassel leapt to his feet and stood
protectively in front of her.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he
demanded, his hand falling to the handle of his sword.

“Protecting our comrades by proving our
loyalty to Escar,” Vienne said. “Step away from the girl,
Knight-Captain. Now!”

The guards inched another step closer,
halberds lowering, and it was in that precise moment that that
Julian Cassel knew the Silver Fist was doomed. There would be no
restoration, no return to normalcy—the Shattering had destroyed the
Order, and there was absolutely nothing he could do to save it.

But you can still save her.

“Back off!” Cassel snarled, drawing his
blade. “Anyone who tries to harm her will answer to me.”

A haunted silence fell over the infirmary.
The guards didn’t advance; they remained stiff and still, their
hands clenching and unclenching their polearms as they tried to
muster the will to attack one of their own. The few aspirants in
the room retreated towards the doorway, and Vienne’s face twisted
as she prepared to give the order to strike—

“My friends, please!” Hathos said, raising
his hands. “There has been more than enough blood spilled in this
tower already. I beg you…put your weapons down.”

Cassel frowned at the other man. There was
something very odd about his choice of words and the way he had
spoken them…

“Don’t be a fool, Bertrand,” Vienne spat. “He
is the one who brought this harlot to our doorstep! He is the one
who insists on desecrating this holy sanctum! Our only path forward
is to seek forgiveness from Escar!”

Hathos swallowed heavily. “By killing one of
his loyal servants? No, I will not allow it. Not now, not
ever.”

Vienne’s eyes narrowed as if she no longer
recognized the man she was talking to. “What has gotten into you?
Escar demands penance for those who have turned against the
faith!”

“I haven’t turned against anything!” Cassel
insisted. “The gods haven’t abandoned us for corruption or heresy
or anything else. The truth—the harsh, painful truth—is that we
have been cut off from their power, possibly forever. Conduits like
Tahira are our only hope now, and we must—”

“I will not listen to your lies!” Vienne
interrupted. She turned and jabbed a finger at the guards. “Take
the girl. If the Knight-Captain tries to stop you, kill him.”

The two men visibly trembled in their armor,
but they didn’t advance. One of them actually backpedaled a
step.

“What are you waiting for?” Vienne snarled.
“Take her!”

“No,” Hathos whispered. “Stand down.”

The priestess shot him a withering glare.
“You will not—”

“Stand down,” Hathos repeated, placing his
hand on the haft of the closest polearm. “Whatever has happened to
the gods, we will not serve them by acting out of fear and
desperation. There must be another way.”

The guards slowly lowered their weapons, and
Cassel did the same. Vienne scowled at all of them in turn, but her
impotence had just been revealed to everyone…and she knew it.
Cursing under her breath, she turned and stormed out of the
room.

Hathos sighed, and his shoulders sank like a
man who had been utterly, thoroughly defeated. “You should go home,
Julian,” he said softly. “There is nothing left for you here.”

Cassel returned his sword to its scabbard. “I
refuse to believe that. There must be a way to help these
men!”

“If there was, it’s far too late now. Their
destiny is sealed.”

“I can feel Tahira’s power—it is
real,” Cassel insisted. He pointed at the unconscious knight
next to them. “If we give her more time, I’m sure she could…”

He paused, frowning when he looked upon the
purple latticework of veins on the unconscious man’s neck. A
distant memory triggered in the back of his mind…there was
something eerily familiar about this particular symptom. For some
reason, it reminded him of his healer’s training all those years
ago…

“There’s nothing you can do here,” Hathos
repeated. “You should take the girl and return to Highwind. Perhaps
in time, you can convince Commander Crowe or Deswick to—”

“Where is Laurent?” Cassel asked, his breath
suddenly catching in his throat.

Hathos frowned. “In Commander Calreth’s
quarters, as I said. But you won’t be able to save her either,
Julian. It’s too late for us.”

“She responded differently when her powers
were restored,” Cassel said, a cold shudder rippling down his
spine. If his suspicions were correct…

No, it’s not possible. It can’t be…

“At first, perhaps, but not any longer,”
Hathos insisted. “Please, Julian: return to Highwind. Save as many
of the others as you can.”

“We will,” Cassel said, taking Tahira’s hand
and helping her up. “Right after we finish saving all of you.”

He strode towards the door and hauled the
priestess along with him. The guards didn’t try to stop them, and
neither did Hathos. They just watched, despondent and confused, as
Cassel raced back up the spiraling staircase.

“I don’t understand,” Tahira said, her voice
so soft it was almost completely drowned out by the echo of their
footfalls. “What is happening?”

“I’m not sure…yet,” Cassel said. “But
I need you to be ready for anything.”

“I don’t—”

He whirled around and cupped his hand on her
cheeks. “Just stay close to me no matter what happens. Do you
understand?”

Tahira nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“Good,” Cassel said, leaning in and kissing
her. When her power crackled across his lips and shuddered through
his body, he became more convinced than ever that he was right.
“Come on.”

He raced up the stairs, his heart pounding in
his chest. The officers’ quarters were on the fourth level, and
when they arrived, he paused a moment to ensure they were alone.
The library off to their right seemed empty, thankfully, as did all
the rooms on their left. The Knight-Commander’s bedroom was the
only one with a closed door, and Cassel grit his teeth as he
finally mustered the will to approach. He could have sworn that the
massive statue of Escar at the center of the floor was staring down
at him, judging him for what he was about to do…

“Do you really believe we can save her?”
Tahira asked.

“No,” Cassel said, reaching out and grabbing
the handle. “I’m almost certain we can’t.”

He opened the door. The bedroom inside was
every bit as elegant and ostentatious as he remembered, from the
rare Iskaran rugs to the overpriced Tali drapes to the hand-carved
elven statuettes. The chamber was fit for a prince.

Or would have been, if not for the corpse
strewn across the bed.

Tahira gasped and covered her mouth. Cassel
balled his hands into fists at his sides as his darkest suspicions
were officially confirmed. Dame Laurent was sprawled atop the
sheets, her neck and torso smeared with dried blood. Her hands were
red, too, as if she had spent her last few seconds in this world
desperately and futilely trying to quench the geyser spewing from
her throat.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

Cassel whipped around and drew his sword in a
single smooth motion. Hathos was standing there in the shadows just
outside the doorway, his face as pale as a ghost.

“We were all slowly wasting away,” the man
whispered. “We begged Escar for guidance and forgiveness…but no
matter how much we prayed, he refused to answer. He abandoned us in
our hour of greatest need. All the gods did.”

Cassel crept forward, blade at the ready.
“What did you do, Bertrand?”

“I made a choice,” Hathos said. “Life over
death. Solace over pain. Survival over duty.”

The man’s eyes, already weary with fatigue,
seemed to sink even deeper into his skull as he lumbered forward.
“They arrived outside the gates on the tenth night after the
Shattering,” he went on. “They called themselves the ‘Knights of
the Crimson Flame,’ and I knew there was nothing we could to do
stop them. They had magic, and we had nothing. Five of our brothers
were dead before I even made it downstairs, and three others burst
into flames the instant I called for a charge. It wasn’t a
battle—it was a massacre.”

Hathos closed his eyes. “They didn’t want to
kill all of us. They said that the Conduit would heal our wounds
and restore our powers. They said that she would give us the
strength we needed to unite the Northern Reaches under a single
banner for the first time in a hundred generations. All we needed
to do was pledge ourselves to the Inquisitrix—the Raven Queen of
Vorsalos—and forsake the gods who had abandoned us.”

“So that’s what you did,” Cassel whispered.
“Right after you murdered everyone who refused to go along with
your treachery.”

“I didn’t murder anyone!” Hathos nearly
screamed. “The enemy cut down any knight who drew steel against
them right then and there. I ordered everyone to stop, but…” He
paused and nearly choked when he tried to swallow. “Not everyone
agreed with my decision, but I refused to let them throw their
lives away for nothing. I restrained them, and I begged the enemy
to give our people another chance. I thought that if they endured
the Echo for a few more days, they would come around, especially
after the rest of us were cured…”

“But they didn’t come around, did they?”
Cassel said. “They sat there, rotting away in the infirmary until
Tahira showed up, and after she revived them, you panicked. You
realized you had sold out your own men for nothing…and that’s why
you poisoned them.”

Hathos remained stiff and silent, but the
truth was right there in his eyes.

“It took me a while, but I finally recognized
the symptoms,” Cassel said. “Nyrax venom—I was given a lesson on
how to properly treat it almost ten years ago. It’s rare, but I bet
the apothecaries kept some in the lab downstairs for training
purposes.”

“By the goddess…” Tahira breathed.

“We might still be able to save them before
the damage is permanent, and once we do, I’ll bet your powers will
restore them just like before.” Cassel grimaced and jerked his head
towards the bed. “But Laurent refused to go along with this
madness, didn’t she?”

Hathos’s cheek twitched. “I sent Adrianna to
Highwind in the hopes of converting the squires and younger
knights. I knew that Crowe and Deswick and the other officers would
never come around, but the recruits…I wanted to save them. I wanted
them to have a future.”

“A future as the Inquisitrix’s toadies?”
Cassel snarled.

“Yes, but a future nonetheless,” Hathos said.
“When Laurent arrived yesterday morning and told me about you and
the Eternal Priestess, I didn’t want to believe it. Her story
seemed impossible…but then I saw what happened last night. Laurent
knew we had made a mistake, and she was willing to do anything to
correct it.”

Cassel’s arms trembled with rage, and it took
every scrap of willpower he could muster not to charge forward and
cleave the other man in half. “So you killed her for it,” he
growled.

“No,” Hathos said, turning and pacing out of
the doorway and back into the corridor. He stopped and braced his
hand against the statue of Escar. “I tried to make her see reason—I
tried to make her understand that the choice was no longer ours.
Just because we pledged ourselves to the Inquisitrix doesn’t mean
she suddenly trusted us implicitly. She has eyes everywhere,
Julian, and she will not allow a rival Conduit to threaten her
power.”

“No, she won’t,” a dark female voice called
out.

Cassel stepped into the corridor just in time
to catch a flicker of movement from the shadows near the library. A
single loud click echoed off the walls, and Hathos cried out
in shock as a crossbow bolt pierced his breastplate and knocked him
from his feet. He clutched at his chest, his face twisted in agony,
as a stream of blood frothed over his lips.

“I told my mistress that this was a mistake,”
the female voice said. “I told her that we should burn your
wretched Order to the ground and build over the ashes. But she
believes in redemption, you see, and who am I to argue with a
living goddess?”

A slender woman in priestly garments emerged
from within the library, one hand holding a small crossbow and the
other clutching a glowing vatari crystal. “Still, I can’t see how
any of this was worth the trouble,” Vienne said. “The mistress
wanted an army of knights to lead her forces into battle, but I
doubt she’ll have much use for them when I bring her another
Godsoul. The world already trembles before the might of her
righteous crusade…imagine what she will be able to accomplish when
she adds this girl’s power to her own?”

“Stay back,” Cassel warned, positioning
himself in the doorway to protect Tahira. He took a deep breath and
forced himself not to think about how thoroughly he had been
humiliated the last time he had tried to fight a Senosi
Huntress…

“It’s hard to believe that Lasille had both
of you in her clutches just a few short weeks ago,” Vienne said.
She crushed the crystal in her palm, releasing the magical energy
stored within, and her dark eyes began to glow an all-too-familiar
green. “To think, she allowed this prize to slip through her
fingers. It would be embarrassing if it weren’t so funny. Let me
guess: she spent too much time playing with her food and got
distracted?”

“She underestimated us,” Cassel said,
settling into a defensive stance. His eyes flicked around the area
for inspiration, but corridor was mostly empty aside from the
statue of Escar and the oversized golden scales hanging from the
ceiling between its stone hands.

“Is that so?” Vienne sneered as she tossed
her crossbow aside and unsheathed the tiger claws concealed in her
gloves. “This ‘priestess’ of yours is a little girl who doesn’t
understand the gift that has been given to her, and you…you’re just
another pathetic paladin who thinks he knows how to handle a sword.
Do you have any idea how many of your brothers I’ve already killed?
Do you have any idea how pitifully they all begged before the end?
At least that cunt Laurent had a backbone, for all the good it did
her…”

A flood of molten rage seared through
Cassel’s veins, and he almost rushed forward even though he knew it
was exactly what Vienne wanted. He had spent the last month
watching his brethren wither and die from the Echo in Highwind, but
dozens of other knights scattered across the Reaches had been
butchered by the Senosi. Their spirits cried out for vengeance, and
he desperately wanted to give it to them.

But he knew he couldn’t defeat a Huntress by
himself, and even more importantly, he knew that killing this
murderous bitch wouldn’t change anything. The dead would still be
dead, and the war against the Inquisitrix would continue unabated.
The only person that could really make a difference was standing
right behind him.

No matter what happens here, no matter what
fate befalls the Silver Fist, Tahira must survive.

“Run,” Cassel whispered.

“What?” she gasped.

“Get to the stables and take a horse,” he
told her. “Ride as hard as you can back to Serrane. She’ll do
everything she can to protect you.”

“Julian—”

“Go! Now!” Cassel took a deep breath and
adjusted his grip on his sword. “I’ll slow her down as long as I
can.”

He charged. Vienne waited patiently for him,
her claws outstretched and her tattoos glowing, fully confident in
her ability to overpower him. She wasn’t wrong about her chances;
Senosi were faster and stronger than any paladin. Cassel was just a
man, after all, and she was a magic-eating vampire.

Which was precisely why he had no intention
of actually fighting her.

Veering off to his left at the last moment,
Cassel took a sweeping, two-handed chop at the statue of Escar
nestled against the wall. His blade sliced through the ropes
holding the giant golden scales suspended above the corridor, and
the entire pulley system collapsed under its own weight. The scales
groaned, wobbled, and then plummeted to the stone floor with a
thunderous crash that nearly knocked Cassel from his feet. Vienne
vanished behind a cloud of dust and debris as she dove out of the
way.

“Go!” Cassel screamed, gesturing at Tahira
one last time. “Now!”

The priestess finally snapped out of her
stasis. While she dashed across the corridor towards the stairwell,
Cassel vaulted up onto the wreckage of the scales and peered
through the billowing dust in the hopes he might miraculously catch
Vienne by surprise…

He didn’t. A throwing dagger whirled out of
the dust and struck him squarely in the breastplate. The tiny blade
would have pierced his heart if not for the Aetheric barrier
reinforcing his armor, and the force of the impact still bowled him
over. Vienne materialized a split second later, her lithe body
pouncing towards him like a great cat sensing an easy kill. In
desperation, Cassel rolled to his left and slashed defensively
across his body to keep her at a distance. The gambit worked—she
flipped away at the last instant rather than risk getting split in
two.

She might be a murderous bitch like all
Senosi, but she isn’t as wild and reckless as Lasille. You
can use that to your advantage to buy Tahira more time…

Grinning, Cassel adopted a purely defensive
dueling stance to exploit the reach of his sword. Every swipe was
designed to keep his opponent at bay rather than score a kill, and
despite Vienne superior’s speed, his tactics worked…for a time. He
held her off long enough for Tahira to reach the stairwell, but the
moment his arms began to tire, the Huntress slipped beneath his
guard and raked her claws across his chest, shearing through his
armor and lacerating his flesh. He winced, momentarily staggered by
the pain.

The hesitation nearly cost him his life.
Vienne, hungry for a kill, swiped at his throat…only to have her
prey duck at the last possible instant. Cassel’s years of
relentless training kicked in, and while the Huntress briefly lost
her balance, he reared back and chopped down with all his
might.

He would have cleaved any other opponent in
two, but Vienne—just like Lasille—was simply too fast. She trapped
his blade in her claws a hair’s breadth from her face, and she
snarled at him as she twisted her wrists and wrenched the weapon
from his grip. His sword clattered across the floor and disappeared
into a cloud of dust.

“You really are good,” Vienne told him
between labored breaths. “Perhaps I will drag you back to my
mistress after all.”

She spun around and kicked Cassel in the
chest, hurling him across the corridor and into the wall so hard it
knocked the wind from his lungs. His vision blurred as he gasped
for breaths that wouldn’t come, but he could still see Vienne
sprinting after Tahira.

You have to stop her. You have to slow her
down. You have to…

He wasn’t sure how long the blackness
overwhelmed him, but his ears heard Tahira’s screams before his
eyes refocused enough to see Vienne drag the priestess into the
corridor by the throat and slam her against the wall.

“Astonishing,” Vienne said, shaking her head
contemptuously. “To think that such a weak, pathetic vessel could
be chosen to carry such an awesome power…”

“No!” Cassel rasped breathlessly. He crawled
forward despite the fire burning in his lungs and the invisible
weight crushing his chest.

“What’s even more astonishing is that Lasille
couldn’t sense this power,” Vienne said, pinning Tahira with her
left hand while her right slowly traced the circular tattoo on the
priestess’s bare stomach. “It’s like the Aether itself is burning
in your belly.”

“Please!” Tahira whimpered. “Please,
don’t—”

“Don’t what, hurt you?” the Huntress scoffed
and squeezed the other woman’s throat even harder. “My mistress
ordered me to bring your Godsoul to her, but she didn’t tell me
how. I don’t think she knows, to be honest. Do you?”

The priestess flailed helplessly in Vienne’s
iron grip. Grimacing, Cassel tried to command the Aether to restore
his wounds, but he couldn’t concentrate past the pain. All he could
do was put one hand before the other and crawl over the rubble. He
spotted his fallen sword just a few yards away, though he wasn’t
certain he had the strength left to swing it. All he knew was that
he had to try…

“The Godsoul must be somewhere inside this
wonderful little body of yours, right?” Vienne said. “Let’s find
out, shall we?”

The Huntress smiled, unsheathed the claws in
her right gauntlet, and plunged them straight into Tahira’s
stomach.

“No!”

Cassel’s horrified howl echoed through the
tower like the dying wail of a ghostly spirit. He froze, paralyzed
by dread, as the young woman he had sworn to protect choked on her
own blood.

“Shhh, it’s all right,” Vienne soothed.
“You’ll be with the rest of your sisters soon. But before you go,
let’s see what divinity tastes like…”

The Huntress withdrew her claws. Still
smiling, she opened her mouth and allowed the fresh blood to
dribble over her tongue.

“Ah, there it is,” Vienne breathed.
“So pure, so potent, so perfect…”

Clenching his teeth, Cassel willed his broken
body to keep moving towards his sword. He could already feel the
Aether slipping out of his reach, and the pangs of the Wasting Echo
yearned to take its place…

“I can’t believe Lasille missed this,” Vienne
said, her eyes and tattoos glowing so brightly they were almost
blinding. “It’s like feasting on a thousand sorcerers at once!”

She began frantically licking her claws, as
if terrified to waste a single drop. Meanwhile, Cassel finally
reached his sword and closed his fingers around the handle, but he
couldn’t muster the strength to lift it.

“I can already feel the power welling inside
me,” Vienne said. “All I need is…”

The Huntress froze in place, and Cassel swore
he could hear something sizzling nearby. A moment later, the acrid
stench of burning flesh stung his nostrils…

And Vienne screamed.

The noise was so shrill, so piercing, that it
didn’t even seem human. The Huntress released her grip on Tahira
and stumbled backwards, clutching madly at her own throat. It was
only then that Cassel saw the thin trails of smoke escaping from
the woman’s mouth…and all across her tattooed flesh.

“Escar’s mercy…” he breathed.

The Senosi collapsed to her knees as the
power of the Godsoul literally set fire to her blood. Her tattoos
ruptured like fissures of molten lava, igniting her flesh, her
clothes, and eventually her hair. Cassel couldn’t help but turn
away when her glowing eyes began boiling inside her skull, and by
the time he finally mustered the will to look, there was nothing
left of Vienne but a pile of smoldering ash.

“Julian…”

Cassel’s eyes snapped back to Tahira, and he
crawled past the carnage to reach her. She was slumped against the
wall, blood still hemorrhaging from her stomach. Her already fair
skin had paled to a ghostly white, and he swore he could actually
see the life ebbing from her eyes.

“Oh, gods,” he gasped, his hand trembling
above her wound. “Just hold on…just hold on!”

Closing his eyes, Cassel tried to reach out
to the Aether…only to have its power slip through his fingers once
again. The first pangs of the Wasting Echo clawed at the back of
his mind, and he swore as he placed his hand atop hers.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Gods, I’m so
sorry!”

He squeezed her fingers and struggled to hold
back the tears—

And then Tahira’s eyes exploded in brilliant
golden light. Cassel’s breath caught in his throat as the
priestess’s body abruptly stiffened, and before he even knew what
was happening, the light burst from within her mouth, too. Within
seconds, the glow had enveloped her entire body, including the
blood spilled across the floor. He had to close his eyes and turn
away just to keep from being blinded…

“This vessel is broken.”

The words escaped from Tahira’s lips, but
they were not hers. Cassel forced himself to squint and look upon
the priestess despite the light searing his eyes. The raw power
radiating from her was so intense he could have sworn he was lying
right next to the bloody sun.

“The vessel is…imperfect,” the voice
said. “Weak, fragile…but loyal. It must endure.”

Cassel swallowed and shook his head. “Can you
save it? Can you save her?”

“No,” the voice said. “But you can.”

The light suddenly crashed over him. Cassel
inhaled sharply as the withering pain of the Echo was replaced by
the innervating power of the Aether. Magic crackled at his
fingertips, and he reached out and laid his hands upon Tahira’s
stomach. As the punctures in her belly sealed shut, color returned
to her flesh.

“You will protect this vessel,” the voice
within Tahira said. “You will be her sword and her shield. You will
be her wrath and her mercy. You will be her hand…and her
heart.”

Cassel shook his head. “I don’t
understand.”

“You will,” the voice said. “You
must.”

The light faded, first from Tahira’s body and
then from her eyes. She blinked tiredly, and her piercing green
irises refocused upon him.

“Julian?” she asked.

“I’m here,” he told her, resting his hand
back atop her stomach. The tattoo encircling her navel was the only
part of her still glowing.

“What…what happened?” she asked.

“I’m not quite sure,” Cassel whispered. “But
I think I may have just spoken to the Eternal Lady.”

Tahira frowned. “What?”

He glanced back at the smoldering ashes and
blood-stained debris surrounding them. His ribs still hurt like
hell, and he had a thousand new questions he desperately wanted
answered…but all of that would just have to wait.

“I’ll explain later,” Cassel said. “Right
now, we have poisoned knights to save…and I have a promise to
keep.”
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Ultimatum

 


“There is nothing else to debate,” Constable
Gerrard Mannick growled in frustration. “The Vorsalosian fleet is
massing at the mouth of the river, and our men see more and more
wyverns in the sky every damn night. We are out of time. If we
don’t ask for help now—”

“My answer is not going to change no matter
how many times you rephrase the question,” Knight-Commander Crowe
said. “I will not hand this city over to a criminal and her
thugs!”

“Then you will be handing it over to the
Inquisitrix instead. That is the reality here, whether the Silver
Fist wishes to admit it or not.”

Serrane Starwind sighed and glanced between
the two men, wondering why she had even bothered attending another
meeting. They had all spoken their piece a thousand times over by
now. The only course of action left was to prepare the city as best
they could and wait for the Inquisitrix to make her move.

And pray that Julian gets back soon.

“As I’ve said countless times, Captain Cassel
could already be leading a contingent of knights to the city,” she
said. “Once he arrives—”

“If he arrives,” Mannick corrected.
“If this so-called ‘Conduit’ of yours can actually do what
you claim.”

“Even if she can, there’s no guarantee that
it will matter,” Crowe murmured. “Many of my brethren will refuse
to acknowledge her existence. I admire Julian’s courage, General, I
really do, but without a Highlord to unite us…”

A dark silence settled over the table.
Serrane stood and paced over to the window, arms crossed and jaw
clenched. Only two days had passed since she and Valuri had
returned from the mountains, but every one of these meetings felt
like it lasted a hundred years. Her patience had completely
evaporated.

“We have all made up our minds, and nothing
is going to change them,” she said eventually. “I suggest we
continue focusing our efforts on defending the city.”

“My guardsmen are already on the walls, and
my battle masters continue trying to conscript every able-bodied
man and woman in the city,” Mannick said. “But you know as well as
I do that it won’t be enough.”

“It will if we’re smart about it,” Serrane
said, pointing towards the map of the city spread across the table.
“We have enough ships docked in the harbor to give the enemy fleet
pause, at least for a while.”

Mannick snorted. “Until their wyverns swoop
in and torch their sails.”

“Until they try,” Serrane corrected.
“I will station my rangers here atop the old port authority office
where they can stay out of sight. When the wyverns swoop in, my men
can catch the riders in a crossfire over the harbor. In the
meantime, I will take Garadros over the river and attack their
ships directly. The enemy will have no choice but to keep some of
their wyverns in reserve for defense.”

“Until they annihilate you,” Mannick said.
“This plan is suicide.”

“No, it’s courage,” Crowe countered.
“Something that’s in short supply around here these days.”

“What are you—”

“We can go over the details again once the
rest of the enemy fleet sets sail down the channel,” Serrane said
before they could start bickering again. “The most important thing
is that we have a plan. I suggest we focus on implementing it.”

Mannick glared at her for a long moment, and
she really thought he would try to start yet another argument. But
apparently even he had grown tired of his own voice, and he sighed
and waved his hand instead.

“The Guard will be ready to serve Highwind,
as always,” he said. “If this bitch wants to take our city, we can
at least make her bleed for it.”

Serrane nodded. “I’ll inform you the instant
I hear anything from the scouts. In the meantime, we should all
probably get some rest. It’s been a long day.”

“It’s been a long month,” Crowe said,
standing. “Escar willing, we’ll all live long enough to suffer
through another one.”

“We will,” she assured him. “I’m certain of
it.”

After offering them both a final, confident
nod, she gathered her things and returned to her streets. She might
have been frustrated to the point of madness, but at least it was
her favorite time of day. The rapidly setting sun cast all of
Highwind in a luminous red haze, and even though she had come to
despise city hall, the view from the bottom of the steps was one of
the best in the city. She had always loved how the Silver Fist
Temple changed color at this hour; both of its twin spires
transformed from silver to gold, and their shadows grew so long
they almost looked like hands gently cradling the city. One of
these days, she needed to mount Garadros and appreciate the view
from above.

Assuming a dozen other wyverns don’t take
flight and try to kill you.

Serrane grimaced at the thought. The people
had been so inspired by her return that the cloud of tension
hanging over the city had briefly dispersed, but by now the grim
reality of the situation had reasserted itself. A single stolen
wyvern couldn’t send the farmers back to the fields to plant their
crops, and inspiring speeches couldn’t restore the Knights of the
Silver Fist. Highwind was still broken, and the time for its heroes
to perform a miracle was quickly running out. If they couldn’t
break the siege soon…

Julian will return any day now, and he will
have an army of knights at his side. You just need to buy him a
little more time.

Clenching her jaw in determination, Serrane
set off towards the Duskwatch stables. Since her return, she had
made it a point to walk around the city as much as possible in the
hopes of reassuring the people. She wasn’t convinced it would
actually make a difference, but she still thought it was worth her
time. People simply couldn’t live in a constant state of panic
forever; eventually the fear and anxiety became as normal as
breakfast tea. If she could break that spell, even for a few
minutes, then she could at least feel like she was doing her
job.

Still, she knew it wasn’t wise to linger out
here too long after dark, and she risked a quick jaunt through part
of Blacktide Borough as a shortcut. She was halfway back to the
stables when she veered into an alleyway and nearly plowed into a
massive half-orc man standing just around the corner.

“General,” the half-orc said. “It’s good to
see you again.”

Serrane instinctively reached for the twin
blades at her hips, but she was poised enough not to draw them—yet.
She didn’t recognize the man at all, but he looked like a
prototypical street thug: tall, muscular, and clad in mismatched
bits of scavenged armor.

“I apologize for the deception, but a woman
in my position can never be too careful,” the half-orc said, its
voice transforming from a masculine baritone to a feminine soprano
in the space of a few words. “I would say the same about you. You
are far too important to move about the city without
bodyguards.”

Serrane’s mouth fell open as the
muscle-bound man in front of her slowly morphed into a sleek,
slender half-elven woman with shoulder-length silver hair, bright
green eyes, and a thick grey cloak. She wasn’t armed—at least not
visibly—though a sorceress of her obvious power had little use for
swords and daggers.

“You’ve no idea how pleased I am to see you
unhurt,” the Black Mistress said. “Destroying the enemy’s hatchery
was an enormous accomplishment. The people of Highwind owe you a
debt they can never repay.”

Valuri’s countless stories about this woman
flashed through Serrane’s mind. Solemi had gone from a farm girl in
Riverbend to a drow slave to a legendary courtesan to a criminal
mastermind…it was almost too much to believe. But even if only half
of it were true, this unassuming half-elf girl was as much of a
threat to Highwind as the Inquisitrix.

“You’re the one who found it in the first
place,” Serrane said, trying to keep her expression neutral while
remaining coiled and ready to strike. “I still wonder how you
acquired that information.”

“Information is my business,” Solemi said
matter-of-factly. “My operatives possess other secrets that could
prove useful to the city’s defense.”

“Then by all means, share them.”

“You know my price.”

Serrane snorted and stepped deeper into the
alley. She could feel a sudden shift in the Aetheric currents as
Solemi wove another spell. Visually nothing changed, but Serrane
had seen similar illusion magic back in Nelu’Thalas. The half-elven
woman had just concealed their presence—and their voices—from
anyone who happened to be nearby.

“Our decision stands,” Serrane said. “If your
people wish to help defend the city, they are more than welcome on
the walls. But we will not grant Highwind’s most notorious criminal
a seat on the Council.”

“Disappointing, though not unexpected,”
Solemi said. “I had hoped that you of all people would be willing
to take a stand against the ignorant zealotry of the Silver Fist
and others like them. Sorcery could be Highwind’s salvation.”

“It’s not sorcery I’m concerned about,”
Serrane replied pointedly. “I will not be coerced into a bargain to
save the present by sacrificing the future.”

Solemi inched closer, her green eyes
glittering beneath her hood. “What about your future?
Reputations are often more fragile than we think. The people were
inspired by the sight of their Ranger-General flying atop a wyvern,
but if they learned more about her…well, suffice to say that many
of their illusions about her ‘virtue’ might unravel.”

Serrane grunted and crossed her arms. “You
can’t intimidate me, and the fact you’re so desperate to try is a
sign of weakness, not strength. Do your worst. I have nothing to
hide from the people. Not anymore.”

The half-elf’s smile slowly faded. “Everyone
has something to hide,” she said, her voice cooling several
degrees. “And everyone has something to fear.”

“If that’s a threat, I’m not impressed,”
Serrane said. “Sit out this war if you want. The Inquisitrix and
her Senosi will be coming for you next.”

Solemi stared hard into the other woman’s
eyes for several long, suffocating seconds before she abruptly
turned and strode down the alley. She never even reached the other
side—her slender figure vanished into the depths of a long shadow
and never reappeared.

“I’m so glad we had this little chat,”
Serrane murmured, taking a deep breath and glancing around the
alley. When no one else jumped out her, she returned to the main
street and took the long way around the Borough just in case.
Solemi was right about one thing—traveling alone was probably a bad
idea, especially with Senosi Huntresses potentially lurking in
every shadow.

You should be traveling with a Huntress of
your own.

Serrane smirked at the thought. She was
already planning on meeting Valuri for dinner tonight. The Huntress
had ostensibly spent the last two days scouring the dark places of
the city for information on Senosi operatives. Perhaps she had even
found some.

The stables were bustling when Serrane
finally arrived, half because the Duskwatch had wrangled almost all
of the horses in the city and half because of the giant wyvern now
roosting in the makeshift aviary. Garadros had behaved himself so
far, mercifully, though his appetite was going to be a problem
soon. He needed to be able to fly into the mountains and forage for
food on his own.

All things considered, though, his presence
had been a tremendous boon. She smiled when she approached his
stall—or rather, the three stalls that had been merged into
one—and she reached out through the Aether to caress his mind. He
seemed content curled atop his pile of straw. She would have
assumed he was asleep if his yellow-orange eye didn’t snap
open.

“Don’t let me disturb you,” Serrane said,
kneeling and placing her hand on his scaly snout. “I just wanted to
check in and see how you were doing.”

He grumbled softly before reclosing his eyes.
She continued stroking him while she examined his wounds. They
seemed mostly healed, thankfully, and she was tempted to take him
on a quick scouting mission to Riverbend. But the risk of getting
swarmed by enemy riders remained too great.

“He looks like he’s settling in nicely.”

Serrane glanced over her shoulder to see
Valuri standing just outside the doorway, her red scarf fluttering
in the breeze as she fiddled with her left gauntlet.

“He’s getting more comfortable with the
handlers,” Serrane said. “I’m not sure how much longer he’ll put up
with being grounded, though. He wants to fly and be free.”

“Don’t we all,” Valuri muttered. “Have you
tried explaining to him that if he leaves, he’ll just get killed or
recaptured?”

“As best I can, yes. He understands…I think.”
Serrane eyed Valuri’s hand. “Trouble with the new gauntlet?”

“It just needs some breaking in,” the
Huntress said, stretching out her arm. The spring-loaded silver
blade concealed in her gauntlet shot out when she flicked her
wrist. “Your people do good work, though. If I ever see Lasille
again, I’ll jab this right up her cunt.”

Serrane grunted and shook her head. She had
never met anyone who could be so elegant and so crude at the same
time. “You still never told me why you wanted the blade to be
fashioned out of silver. Steel is far stronger and more
durable.”

“It’s a contingency plan in case Jorem gets
in over his head.” Valuri stared into nothing for a few seconds
before she sighed and retracted the blade. “Assuming he hasn’t
already gotten in over his head. He and Red should have been
back by now.”

The ranger pursed her lips. “Do you think the
Black Mistress is involved?”

“I’ve no doubt she’s involved, but
that could mean almost anything. For all I know, they’re lost in
the bloody Underworld somewhere.”

“I’m sure they’ll return before you know it,”
Serrane said. She had been telling herself the same thing about
Julian all day, and she wasn’t sure if she believed either
sentiment. It was entirely possible—maybe even probable—that
he and Tahira had been ambushed and killed…

You told yourself you wouldn’t do this.
Julian will figure out a way to get the job done—he always
does.

“I assume the Council still can’t decide what
to do?” Valuri asked.

“We’ve decided what not to do,”
Serrane said, snapping her focus back to the here and now. “The
Vorsalosian fleet is massing at the mouth of the river, and in all
likelihood, they’ll set sail soon. They could easily attack the
city within the week.”

Valuri grimaced and glanced away. “I wish we
had another ripe, juicy target to attack. Assaulting that hatchery
might have been crazy, but at least we were doing
something.”

Serrane nodded soberly. “I don’t like it
either, but at this point there isn’t much we can do besides wait.
With luck, Julian will return in a day or two with a real
army.”

“If only I could say the same about Jorem and
Red,” Valuri murmured. “If everything plays out like normal, he’ll
probably show up with ten new girls on his arm.”

“You’ve said that before,” Serrane pointed
out, eyebrows arched. “Does it really bother you?”

“Not as long as they’re cute and I get to
play with them once in a while.” Valuri snickered, though it seemed
a little forced. “Speaking of which…are we still on for dinner
tonight?”

“For an assassin and saboteur, you aren’t
particularly subtle.”

“I am when I need to be.” The Huntress
planted her hands on her hips and rolled her tongue across her
lips. “But a girl has to eat sometime.”

Serrane smiled and crossed her arms over her
chest. “Is that all I am to you? A quick meal?”

“Hopefully not that quick.”

Smirking, Serrane glanced around to make
certain no one was watching before she planted a quick kiss on the
other woman’s lips “I need to take a lap around the walls to check
on my men and inspect the defenses. But after that…how about you
meet me at my house in a few hours?”

“At your command, General,” Valuri said,
offering a mock salute before she turned and sauntered away.

Serrane watched the other woman go, marveling
at how effortlessly the Huntress balanced on those obscene serrated
heels of hers. She really was unique in so many ways…

“I’ll come back and check on you tomorrow
morning,” Serrane said, patting Garadros again. “Try your best not
to eat anyone while I’m gone, okay?”

The wyvern groaned and shuffled until his
head was resting under his wing. It would have been adorable if he
had just been fuzzy instead of scaly.

“Good boy,” she soothed. “I have a feeling
you’re going to get a lot more sleep than I will tonight.”

 


***

 


Valuri turned her head and fluttered her
eyelashes as she admired her handiwork in the mirror. “Not bad,”
she said, puffing out her lips and applying a final touch of rouge.
“Jorem would have been hard and ready ten minutes ago, though
that’s not really saying much.”

She snorted and got to work putting her hair
up. As strange as it sounded, this was probably the part of being a
Senosi Huntress she missed the most. Getting dressed up, putting on
a disguise…she used to spend her nights infiltrating underworld
groups like the Lecasi Brotherhood. She had first met Jorem during
a mission to eliminate the gang’s former kingpin, and the memory
still made her smile whenever she thought about it. He hadn’t been
able to keep his eyes—or his hands—off of her.

They had enjoyed so many good times together,
usually punctuated by a hot, sloppy feast. When she closed her
eyes, she could perfectly visualize him pulling his cock from her
quim and stroking it right over her face…

Red will make sure he gets back even if wolf
girl tries something. You’ve never been a worrier before and
there’s no reason to start now.

Valuri took a deep breath and buried her
fears as deeply as she could. She had big plans tonight, after all,
and she refused to let reality dampen her spirits. Serrane was
probably already waiting for her.

Grinning in anticipation, Valuri inspected
herself in the mirror one last time. Her strapless red dress was
longer than she usually liked, but the silk hugged her curves so
perfectly she didn’t care. Her golden necklace was just as elegant
(and just as stolen), and she was confident she could pass herself
off as a proper lady at the Spring Ball if necessary. Hopefully,
Serrane would appreciate the effort.

Valuri strutted out of the room and left a
few coins with the barkeep downstairs. He was clearly surprised to
see her wearing a dress after several nights of her sneaking out in
her cloak and leather armor, and she allowed him a nice, long look
at her legs before she sauntered out to the street. A thick,
ominous wall of clouds had rolled in overhead, completely shrouding
the moon, but thankfully the lanterns here were far brighter and
more numerous than elsewhere in the city.

The Ranger-General’s estate was only a few
blocks away, but Valuri still drew plenty of attention during her
walk. Her outfit was the main culprit, of course, and plenty of
folks probably couldn’t decide if she was a performer or a
courtesan. She wasn’t ashamed to admit that she enjoyed the
attention, especially from the guards standing watch over the
adjacent estates. The true Highwind Guard had been completely
stretched to their limit thanks to the ongoing siege, and the
nobles here in the wealthier parts of the city had hired on
additional mercenary swords as a result.

Serrane’s home was the one exception. An iron
fence separated it from the other houses and the street, and
several of her Duskwatch rangers were always on patrol. Thanks to
Valuri’s Senosi vision, she had no trouble spotting each and every
one of them, including the one perched on the roof. Serrane had
instructed her to just come up to the door like a normal person,
but that seemed incredibly boring.

Grinning mischievously, Valuri quietly
climbed the fence with the skill of a professional burglar, then
skulked towards one of the windows rather than humiliate the poor
sap stationed on the roof again. Picking the lock without her claws
proved difficult, but she took it as a matter of personal pride to
try anyway. One of her hairpins worked nearly as well, and she
methodically cracked open the window and slipped inside the
house.

Valuri found herself in a small, mostly
unfurnished room, and she paused to listen for any signs her entry
had been detected. When nothing happened after a few seconds, she
carefully closed the window behind her, brushed herself off, and
started sneaking through the house in the hopes of catching Serrane
unawares…

“I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist.”

Valuri hopped in place and whirled around.
Serrane emerged from the shadows in the hallway, her finger wagging
back and forth as she clucked her tongue.

“Do you just hate doors, or what?” the elven
woman asked.

“They’re not my favorite,” Valuri muttered.
“How in the hell did you…”

She trailed off when the other woman stepped
closer. Serrane’s lithe elven body was sheathed in a breathtaking
silver gown with gaps in all the right places. She was even wearing
heels, which made her long, slender legs seem to go on forever…

“I told my men to leave a gap in their
patrols on this side,” Serrane said with a sly smile. “I almost
unlocked the window, but I figured that might be a little too
suspicious. Besides, I knew you were the resourceful type.”

Valuri planted her hands on her hips. “You
set a trap!”

“I’m a huntress too, you know,” Serrane said,
gliding forward. “And I’ve spent a fair bit of time studying my
prey.”

She kissed her intruder on the lips, and it
took all of Valuri’s willpower not to tackle the elf to the floor
right then and there. Their tongues danced together, slowly at
first but faster and faster with every breath…

Serrane pulled away a heartbeat before they
both lost control, and she smiled as she eyed the Huntress up and
down. “You clean up well.”

“I know,” Valuri snarked. “It’s almost a
shame how quickly you’re going to take this off me.”

She grabbed the other woman’s waist to reel
her back in, but Serrane placed a finger on Valuri’s lips.
“Patience,” the ranger scolded. “Dinner’s waiting for us in the
other room.”

“I have all I need right here,” Valuri said,
licking at her lips. She could already taste the elf’s sorcerous
energies…

“You’ll change your mind once you try my
stew,” Serrane said with a smirk. “Come on.”

Valuri was confused and even a little
annoyed…right up until the moment she caught the scent of freshly
baked bread wafting through the house. Her mouth instantly watered,
and for the first time in as long as she could remember, her Senosi
hunger gave way to the regular human version.

“Where did you find time to cook?” she asked
as they stepped into the dining room. The table was already set,
and the candelabra at the center bathed the entire room in a soft,
welcoming glow.

“Magic helps,” Serrane admitted, pointing to
an open seat. “But I figure I owe it to myself to prepare a good
meal every once in a while.”

Valuri eyed the bread and stew and shook her
head. “Gods, I don’t even know how to chop vegetables
properly…”

“Yes, well, I’m older than you,” Serrane
snickered. “Eat whatever you like. I’ll pour the wine.”

Valuri smiled and took a seat. All of
this—the home-cooked food, the expensive silverware, the
pleasant company—was so alien to her that she couldn’t help but be
a little unsettled. As bizarre as it seemed, she could count the
number of times she had dined by candlelight on one hand. She and
Jorem had never had anything resembling a “normal” relationship.
She had basically threatened him into helping her do her job, and
afterwards…

Well, they hadn’t enjoyed many fine dinners
in his cistern hideout in the warrens of Vorsalos. For the first
few months their partnership had essentially consisted of her
showing up at random hours of the day and fucking his brains out.
It had all been very casual, and they had both been
perfectly happy with the arrangement.

More recently, she and Red and Jorem had been
so busy that sitting down to a nice dinner simply hadn’t been
possible. Even during their time on Nol Krovos, they had always
been doing something. Having a night to earnestly relax was
genuinely strange…but surprisingly enjoyable.

Miraculously, the two women didn’t even talk
about business for a while. Serrane indulged her with a few stories
about Nelu’Thalas, and Valuri even got a few more details about
this handsome knight of hers. He certainly sounded sweet, and
Serrane was obviously quite smitten with him. Valuri tried her best
to reciprocate, but her personal stories about growing up in a
citadel of bitchy assassins weren’t quite as romantic.

“I’ve been meaning to ask about your search,”
Serrane said once the conversation finally shifted to the present.
“Did you find any leads on Senosi operatives in the city?”

“Not as many as I’d hoped,” Valuri admitted.
“I’ve actually started to wonder if Marcella has already pulled
most of the Huntresses out of the city.”

“What gives you that impression?”

“Because they’ve already sown about as much
chaos as possible. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure there are still a
few here somewhere, and if they ever got the chance, they would
happily take you or the other Council members down. But I suspect
that most of the others are with the fleet or stationed in
Ostvara.”

Serrane pursed her lips in thought. “I
suppose that makes sense. She won’t want to commit a large force to
holding her conquests, at least not until she captures Highwind. A
handful of Senosi can probably keep the locals in line as well as a
few hundred soldiers.”

“Better,” Valuri said. “Fear will keep down
any uprisings, at least for a while, and the Senosi will happily
execute any nobles who step out of line.”

Serrane lowered her fork and leaned forward.
“I’m almost afraid to ask, but what kind of horrible training did
they put you through?”

“Let’s just say it doesn’t make for pleasant
dinner conversation,” Valuri murmured.

“Fair enough. I’ve just never understood how
so many women could become so…heartless.”

“It’s not as tough as you think,
unfortunately.”

Serrane grunted softly. “When I first came to
Highwind, I thought it was a stinking den of corruption compared to
home. Even Silver Falls was more orderly, and the nobles out east
are constantly at each other’s throats. But then I heard about
Vorsalos…”

“It’s not that different from
Highwind,” Valuri said, surprised at how defensive she sounded.
“All big cities have a lot in common. When I was a little girl,
everything was run by a council of ship captains, and the Knights
of the Silver Fist had an outpost near the harbor. Then a woman
calling herself ‘the Inquisitrix’ showed up and challenged the rich
and powerful…”

Valuri leaned back in her chair. “I was too
young to really understand what was going on, but most people
believed that Marcella was cleaning up the city. You have to
understand that she didn’t actually conquer it by force—the nobles
eventually voted to put her in charge. It wasn’t until later that
she drove the Silver Fist out of the city and began her purge of
channelers.”

Serrane leaned forward. “Do you know why you
were chosen to become a Senosi?”

“Sure—I volunteered,” Valuri said. “It
probably sounds crazy to you, but parentless guttersnipes don’t
have much of a future unless they want to work on their back. Even
at that age, I knew what was waiting for me, and I wanted to clean
up the city. It was an easy choice.”

“I’m sorry,” Serrane whispered.

“Feh, don’t be,” Valuri scoffed. “I actually
did a lot of good, you know? We weren’t always going after pitiful
sorcerers like Jorem. Most of the time we were focused on the ones
whose powers were genuinely threatening people, like Sobren Lecasi
or Emile DeShane or the orc shamans hiding in the Shattered Peaks.
Marcella didn’t really crack down until most of the genuine threats
were gone.”

Valuri grunted and shook her head. “That’s
the real problem with inquisitions. Sooner or later, they run out
of bad people to hunt, and then they inevitably start going after
the good ones.”

Serrane smiled faintly. “I admit, when I
first heard about the Huntresses, I assumed they were all
thoughtless, cruel brutes.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong: most of them are,”
Valuri said. “The Castarium produces sadistic cunts as reliably as
the Silver Fist produces self-righteous assholes. Exceptions are
rare.”

“Well, then I’m glad I had the chance to meet
one,” Serrane replied wryly.

Valuri grinned. There was something so
unbelievably infectious about this woman’s smile—and her eyes, and
her nose, and her tits, and her body…

“You’re, uh, you’re not what I imagined,
either,” Valuri replied, taking another sip of wine.

Serrane grinned. “You thought I was an
uptight, unapproachable bitch?”

“It seemed like a safe enough bet,” Valuri
admitted. “But at the same time, I knew you’d be into
something fun. Thank the gods you like girls…”

The elf stretched her foot out under the
table and gently ran the tips of her toes along Valuri’s calf. “You
ready for dessert?”

“I’ve been ready since I crawled in the damn
window.”

Serrane giggled and stood. She offered Valuri
her hand to help her up, and the Huntress was just about ready to
snatch her prey up into her arms when Serrane unexpectedly began to
sing. Valuri froze, wondering what the hell was happening, but
Serrane pulled her close and began slowly swaying with the
tune.

The elf’s soft, melodious voice was
impossible to resist, and even though Valuri couldn’t understand
most of the words, they still sounded beautiful. Soon she was
swaying along despite her initial resistance, and her toes curled
when the song ended with a long, passionate kiss.

“It’s about a pair of unlikely lovers from
different cities,” Serrane said, smiling as she pulled away just
far enough to press the tips of their noses together. “I thought
you might like it.”

“It was beautiful,” Valuri whispered.

The ranger arched an eyebrow. “Then why do
you seem so uncomfortable?”

Valuri swallowed and tried to ignore the
bizarre flutters in her stomach. She wasn’t quite sure what was
going on…

“This may surprise you,” she said, “but I,
uh…I don’t really know anything about romance.”

Serrane smiled. “It’s never too late to
learn.”

“Maybe not, but…” Valuri swallowed again as
the flutters started getting worse. “I just don’t think I’m that
kind of girl.”

“You don’t enjoy being wined and dined?”

Valuri glanced back at the table. “I don’t
think anyone has ever tried it before…”

“That’s why I wanted to make your first time
extra special,” Serrane said with a wink. She leaned in and kissed
Valuri again, but this time the elf was far more aggressive. Her
normally delicate fingers clawed at the Huntress’s back and began
to unfasten the laces on the sides of her dress. The instant they
fell from Valuri’s shoulders, Serrane leaned down and began
suckling the other woman’s bare breasts one after another.

“Oh…” Valuri moaned, dragging her fingers
through the elf’s long hair. The Huntress’s impatience nearly got
the best of her—she desperately wanted to bend Serrane over the
table and fuck her senseless—but for once Valuri allowed her
partner to take control.

And she didn’t regret it for a moment.

Serrane slowly, sensuously explored every
inch of her partner’s body with her velvety elven tongue and sweet
elven lips. The ranger eventually sank down all the way to her
knees as she kissed and nibbled at Valuri’s sodden slit, and the
Huntress had to grab onto a low ceiling beam just to stay upright.
Her legs wobbled and she teetered on her heels…

“Oh, nngnnn!” Valuri cried out, biting
down on her lip hard so hard it went numb. Her body stiffened as
she came, and before she recovered, Serrane licked her way up the
Huntress’s belly and back to her lips.

“Not a bad dessert,” Serrane whispered after
they shared another long kiss. “But I think I’ll have seconds.”

She hoisted Valuri up into her arms with
surprising strength and carried the Huntress across the hall into
the bedroom. The silken sheets were so soft it was almost painful,
and once again Valuri had to fight against the demands of her
Senosi hunger. Her vatari tattoos were screaming for her to hold
the elf down and feed…

Just before she gave in, Serrane grabbed her
wrists and pinned them back against the headboard. Valuri glanced
up, surprised, as her partner revealed a previously concealed pair
of iron shackles and bound the Huntress’s wrists.

“Those won’t hold me,” Valuri said.

“Oh, I think they will,” Serrane replied, her
blue eyes twinkling.

The Huntress snorted. “Once I feed, I’ll tear
this whole house down for another taste.”

“That’s exactly why you aren’t getting
a taste,” Serrane said. “I’m not going to feed you, honey—I’m going
to fuck you. Over and over and over again…”

Smiling impishly, the elf leaned back and
slowly unfastened the straps of her own dress. She swayed back and
forth as she began singing again, gradually revealing her lithe
body one glorious inch at a time. Valuri was instantly mesmerized
by the tease, and she grimaced in annoyance when the restraints
held her in place. She had never wanted to tackle and devour anyone
so badly…

Serrane massaged her own breasts for several
long, torturous moments before she reached down to the floor and
retrieved the magic phallus. She nibbled at her lip as she fastened
the harness in place, and she moaned in delight when a shimmering,
translucent cock sprouted from her quim.

“Gods, this really does feel amazing,” she
breathed as she began stroking the shaft. Her eyes fluttered shut,
and Valuri couldn’t help but clench her teeth in anticipation. She
knew exactly how incredible the phallus felt, and she yearned to
feel it plunging inside her.

Serrane eventually smiled as she gently
pushed the Huntress’s knees apart and climbed on top of her. The
elf returned her lips and mouth to Valuri’s breasts, and Serrane
gently suckled at them even as she nudged the phallus against the
Huntress’s quivering quim. Valuri was so utterly soaked that the
tip easily slipped through her folds and pushed deeper and
deeper…

“Oh, gods,” Valuri whimpered. “Fuck me!
Please!”

Serrane eased her cock all the way inside,
and her sweet song quickly turned to euphoric moans as the power of
the phallus washed over her. She thrust slowly, gently, as if she
didn’t trust herself not to spill, and Valuri threw her head back
as her thighs clamped around the other woman’s waist.

She couldn’t remember the last time Jorem had
taken her like this. He was usually so rough and deliberate because
he knew that was exactly what she wanted. But she had almost
forgotten how nice it was to make love rather than just fuck…

“Giliath, lle tyava ikotane quell,”
Serrane breathed.

“Uh huh,” Valuri blubbered as her hands
balled into fists and tugged against her shackles. Without her
Senosi strength, they didn’t budge an inch. She was just a normal
woman completely at the mercy of her partner…and she loved every
second of it.

“You like being prey, don’t you, slut?”
Serrane teased, echoing Valuri’s own words from back on the
mountain.

“Yes,” the Huntress gasped.

“I bet you secretly yearn for a big, strong
man to dominate you, right?”

Valuri whimpered pitifully between thrusts.
“Y-yes.”

“You want to beg your sorcerer friend to hold
you down?”

“Yes.”

“You want to beg him to tie you up?”

“Yes!”

Serrane grinned and leaned upright. “Well,
you don’t have to beg me for anything, slut. I am a ranger, and you
are my prey. I take what I want…and right now, I want your
perfect little ass.”

Placing her hands on the back of Valuri’s
thighs, Serrane hoisted the Huntress’s legs up and back until her
knees almost touched her shoulders. With her body folded in half,
her ass became as easy a target as her sopping cunt…and Serrane was
poised and ready to strike.

She nudged the tip of the magical phallus
inside, slowly at first but rougher and deeper with each thrust.
Valuri cried out, first in pain but then in ecstasy, as the elven
ranger began fucking her ass in earnest.

“Squeal for me!” Serrane snarled between
breathless pants. “Beg for my cock!”

“Fuck me!” Valuri screeched as her bound
hands grabbed her own feet. “Fuck…me…harder!”

The elf eagerly obliged. Once she had
momentum, she pounded Valuri’s ass over and over and over until the
Huntress came so hard her vision went black. Her words slurred
together, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she whimpered so
loudly that half the people in Highwind probably heard her.

“Le’thos…here it comes,” Serrane
warned. “I’m going to fill that tight little ass!”

Valuri bit down on her lip. “N-no.”

“No? Where do you want it?”

This is it. This is the moment where you
finally reveal your true nature as a filthy, sloppy whore…

“My face!” Valuri gasped. “Please, cum on my
face!”

Serrane didn’t hesitate. After one final
thrust, she withdrew the phallus, crawled atop Valuri, and stroked
the glowing cock directly at her face. The Huntress opened her
mouth and closed her eyes…

And finally got her own dessert.

Her body shuddered the instant the first
searing salvo blasted her forehead, and then again when spurt after
spurt splattered across her nose and mouth. She madly lashed out
with her tongue, desperate to catch every drop dribbling from her
lips and chin. She couldn’t even feed upon it—it wasn’t really
Serrane’s sorcerous seed—but Valuri didn’t care. She loved the feel
of it on her skin, the taste of it on her lips, the power of it
smeared across her cheeks…

“Shalassa’s…nngnnn!”

Valuri came so hard she nearly lost
consciousness. When she finally came down enough to open her eyes,
she saw the most beautiful face in the multiverse smiling down at
her.

“I knew we had a lot in common,” the elf
breathed as she scooped a strand of seed from Valuri’s cheek and
delicately placed it into her mouth. “Are you ready for more?”

“Yes,” Valuri said, nodding and smiling so
wide it almost hurt. “Oh gods, yes…”

 


***

 


By the time Serrane finished for the fourth
glorious time, Valuri was an absolute mess. Her face, her hair, her
tits…she looked like she had just been used by an entire army, and
from the way her body trembled, she had loved every second of it.
Serrane knew the feeling well, having experienced it plenty of
times during her escapades as “Faewyn.”

Thankfully, she had planned for this
particular contingency. After unshackling the Huntress’s wrists,
Serrane carried the other woman to her already filled tub and
heated it with magic. They laid in the water together, kissing and
scrubbing, until Valuri was rejuvenated.

At which point the Huntress finally sated her
real hunger. She feasted on Serrane’s quim like a true glutton, and
once her eyes and body began to glow, she carried the ranger right
back into the bedroom, strapped on the phallus, and fucked her
until well past midnight. The two women eventually feel asleep in a
heap of sweaty limbs, soft flesh, and tousled hair.

The break of dawn was still at least an hour
away when the stomping of heavy boots dragged Serrane back into the
waking world. Her elven ears perked up, and she tilted up her chin
and frowned when she realized the racket was coming from somewhere
outside and down the street. At first, she wondered if the Highwind
Guard had organized an overnight patrol for some reason, but there
were far too many footsteps. Mannick may have been an obstinate
jackass, but he wasn’t stupid enough to pull hundreds of his
already overstretched soldiers off the walls for no reason.
Something else was obviously going on…

“What the hell is that?” Valuri asked, her
eyes fluttering open.

“I have no idea,” Serrane said, throwing back
the sheets and sliding off the edge of the bed. “It sounds like an
army.”

“Please don’t tell me someone just opened the
gate and let the Vorsalosians inside.”

Serrane grimaced. That thought hadn’t even
occurred to her, but now her heart was racing. She dashed over to
the window and threw open the drapes…

And immediately felt the blood drain from her
face.

“Oh, gods, I wasn’t serious,” Valuri said,
sitting up. “Someone actually did let the army inside?”

“Not that army,” Serrane whispered.
The streets outside her window were filled with soldiers, but they
weren’t marching beneath the reddish-gold banner of the Highwind
Guard or the black raven banner of Vorsalos. In fact, they didn’t
appear to be marching beneath any obvious banner at all. They
appeared to be a rag-tag militia of farmers from the plains…at
least until she looked closer. The soldiers weren’t wearing tabards
or anything else resembling a normal uniform, but they did have one
distinguishing feature: most of them weren’t human.

“What in the bloody hell?” Valuri breathed
when she reached the window. “Who…?”

“The Black Mistress,” Serrane rasped. “Her
underground army is joining the fight.”

The Huntress swore under her breath. “Shit,
you’re right. I saw most of these idiots when I was down in
Darkwind.”

Serrane nodded and dug her nails into the
windowsill. She couldn’t get anywhere close to an exact count from
here, but there had to be thousands of them—more than enough to
outnumber the Guard and her surviving rangers. They were currently
marching straight towards city hall.

“Maybe this is good news,” Valuri suggested.
“Maybe you called Solemi’s bluff and convinced her that the
Inquisitrix is her problem too.”

“Or maybe she decided to deploy her troops
because she knows there isn’t a damn thing we can do to oust them,”
Serrane countered. “Once they’re in position, she’ll be able
to…”

Valuri cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

“There aren’t any Guardsmen,” Serrane said.
“Constable Mannick had several squads assigned to this street
earlier—you must have seen them on the way here.”

“You’re right,” the Huntress said. “So where
the hell are they? You don’t think they’re dead?”

Serrane shook her head. “No. They aren’t here
because Mannick pulled them back.”

“Why in the hell would he do that?”

“Because he made a deal without us,” Serrane
reasoned, her stomach clenching so hard it almost made her retch.
“That son of a bitch…”

“Deal?” Valuri asked. “What kind of
deal?”

“The only deal on the table,” Serrane
seethed. “He promised Solemi a seat on the Council. He completely
sold us out!”

Snarling like a beast, she whirled around and
lunged for the weapon rack hanging on the opposite wall. She was
half tempted to climb onto the roof stark naked and start raining
fire from above. She had known all along that Mannick was in
Solemi’s corner, but she hadn’t expected him to go this far. This
wasn’t just being obstinate—it was treason.

“Well, shit,” Valuri rasped. “What are you
going to do?”

“I’m going to head straight to city hall,”
Serrane said, grabbing her breastplate. “And then I’m going to get
some answers.”

 


 



7

The First
Daughter

 


“This map is terrible,” Jorem said, scowling
at the scrap of parchment clutched in his hand. “Are you sure we
haven’t been through this exact cavern before?”

“Absolutely, my lord,” Selvhara assured
him.

Jorem grimaced. He grew more and more
irritated every time she called him that, and he would have been
seriously tempted to choke or slap her if he didn’t think she would
enjoy it.

“How can you be certain?” Kaseya asked.

“I picked up a new scent a few minutes ago,”
Selvhara explained. “We are getting close to the Vaetharri
outpost.”

The amazon nodded. “Should we rest
beforehand? We still do not know what we will be up against.”

Jorem paused and studied her for a moment.
For the first time since they had met, Kaseya actually looked more
exhausted than he did. He had no idea how long they had been
traveling since their escape from Vel’shannar, but he wouldn’t have
been surprised if they had been walking—and fighting—for almost two
days straight. He should have been on the verge of passing out from
fatigue, but for some reason he felt more energized the longer they
traveled. Perhaps the promise of escaping this lightless shithole
was inspiring him to push on.

Or perhaps the dragon blood is having more of
an effect than you realize.

“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to take a break,”
Jorem said. “If the drow outpost is somewhere around here, the
monsters probably won’t be.”

“Other than the drow themselves,” Kaseya
added, her lip twitching in disgust. “I still do not like the idea
of helping them.”

He smiled and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“We haven’t agreed to anything yet.”

“If you wish to rest, there is a small nook
directly to our north,” Selvhara said, her eyes turning a bestial
yellow. “Do you wish me to scout the area?”

“Let’s all stay together this time,” Jorem
said.

The druid nodded. “As you wish, my lord.”

He rolled his eyes and started walking north.
The nook was essentially a cave within a cave, and the surrounding
area was defensible enough that he risked starting a fire so they
could have some real light for a change. As always, Kaseya
stoically offered to take the first watch, but Jorem eventually
convinced her to let him take her place. The amazon, ever vigilant,
laid her sword and shield right next to her bedroll, and she fought
to stay awake far longer than was reasonable. But once she finally
admitted defeat and closed her eyes, she fell asleep almost
immediately.

“She truly is your loyal protector,” Selvhara
whispered. The firelight danced in her hazel eyes as she quietly
ground herbs with her pestle.

“Among other things,” Jorem said, gently
stroking the amazon’s hair. She didn’t budge in the slightest.

“I can’t imagine a better companion for a
dragon than an amazon warrior imbued with the power of a
Velhari prison.”

Jorem arched an eyebrow at the druid.
Selvhara was being completely earnest; the jealousy in her voice
was readily apparent. He wasn’t quite sure what to think about that
yet.

“You could sleep too, you know,” Jorem
said.

“I am not tired,” the druid said. “It is one
of many boons granted by the wolf’s blood.”

“Maybe, but I’ve seen you sleep before.
Unless you were faking back in Riverbend.”

“Not at all,” Selvhara insisted. “But it
would be unwise for me to rest until we reach the surface. I can
sense danger where you cannot.”

“Mm,” he grunted. “I guess you shouldn’t have
run off down that bridge by yourself, then, because those monsters
got the jump on us.”

The druid’s expression wilted. “Yes, I
apologize. I shouldn’t have—”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he
interrupted before she flagellated herself. He wasn’t tired, but
evidently he was a little bit cranky. “I don’t even know why I
brought it up.”

Selvhara eyed him for several seconds before
she put down her mortar and pestle. “You have been placed under a
great deal of strain these past few days.”

“We all have,” Jorem muttered.

“Not in the same way,” she said, smiling and
shuffling closer on her knees. “I know how harrowing such an abrupt
transformation can be. When I was first afflicted by the
moon-curse, I wasn’t sure how I would survive.”

“I’ll manage,” he assured her. The closer she
approached, the more his eyes appreciated the way the firelight
illuminated her sleek, feminine curves. Her translucent robe
already left precious little to the imagination, and he couldn’t
help but remember how much he had enjoyed taking her after their
escape from Vel’shannar…

“You deserve a chance to relax and
recuperate,” Selvhara said, smiling so sweetly it was almost
painful to behold. “My body is yours, my lord, should you ever wish
to relieve yourself. I know many, many techniques to—”

“That’s all right,” Jorem said, holding up
his hands and taking a deep breath. “How about we all just try and
relax for a bit, hmm?”

She bowed her head, though the disappointment
in her eyes was obvious. “As you wish, of course. I shall continue
brewing potions while you rest.”

He glanced down at the crushed herbs. “To
what end?”

“To reinvigorate us when we wake. We should
be as alert as possible in the First Daughter’s presence.”

Jorem nodded. “On that, we completely
agree.”

He slumped down on his bedroll and nestled
himself in behind Kaseya. The soft sounds of her breathing brought
a smile to his lips, and he curled his arm around her waist and
closed his eyes. He didn’t actually expect to sleep, but apparently
his body had other ideas.

“Jorem, we should get moving.”

He inhaled sharply at the sound of Kaseya’s
voice. She was sitting upright next to him, her hand on his arm,
apparently refreshed and ready to go. Jorem groaned and leaned up,
expecting sunshine on his face, only to be greeted by the stark
reality of the cold dark once more. Judging from the embers of the
fire and the number of filled vials on Selvhara’s belt, he had
apparently been out for quite a while.

“The Vaetharri know we’re here,” the druid
said, peering out of the nook into the cavern. “Their scouts
investigated but kept their distance. I can only assume they were
ordered not to approach.”

Jorem rubbed at his eyes. “That’s probably a
good sign. If they wanted us dead, they would have just attacked us
on sight.”

“I agree,” Selvhara said, offering them each
a vial. “Here, these should greatly increase your stamina.”

He made a face at the green liquid.
Considering what her last potion had done to them, he was hesitant
to drink another. Then again, she did basically consider him a god
at this point.

“Sure, why not?” he muttered, downing the
vial before he could reconsider. “Do you have one to give us extra
patience? Because I imagine we’re going to need it speaking with a
former drow priestess.”

 “I would brew
some seerulna if I could,” Selvhara said, “but I’m afraid I
lack the proper herbs.”

Jorem grunted. Apparently, she really did
have a potion for everything…

The group took a few more minutes to pack up
and get ready before they finally left the nook and continued their
approach to the nearby outpost. The cavern was as bleak and empty
as everywhere else down here, and the fact he knew they were
actively being watched by the drow didn’t help settle his nerves
one bit. Kaseya’s whole body was coiled and ready to strike, while
Selvhara looked as calm and serene as if she were meditating in a
grove. Jorem tried to split the difference and remain alert without
doing anything overtly threatening. He told himself over and over
that if this was a trap, the drow simply would have attacked them
overnight.

“They see us,” Selvhara said, squinting into
the darkness. “And they wish to welcome us to Vaen Mir.”

Jorem frowned. “How can you possibly know
that from here?”

“Hand signals to test our competence and
knowledge,” the druid said. “Very few humans could translate the
language.”

“But why—”

Before he could finish, a pair of torches
suddenly ignited in the distance. The eerie violet light
illuminated a surprisingly large section of the cavern, and it
revealed a trio of dark elven soldiers as well as a crude palisade
warding the entrance to another cave. Jorem took a deep breath and
pressed forward, still half expecting a squad of assassins to leap
out and ambush them at any instant…

“Vendui, abbilen,” one of guards said
when we drew close. “Lil’ust dalharil al’doere dos ulu Vaen
Mir.”

“Bel’la dos,” Selvhara replied with a
bow. “Ud’phuul malla a nindol mayar.”

“I’m sure you are,” a familiar female voice
called from beyond the palisade. “Please, enter. We have much to
discuss.”

The guards stepped aside, and after taking
another moment to gather his wits, Jorem nodded and pressed on. The
interior of the cave was quite large; even in the dim lighting he
could tell that there was more than enough space to garrison a few
hundred troops. Most of the tents scattered across the area looked
old and unused, though he didn’t spot any obvious signs of battle.
The outpost must have been abandoned rather than destroyed.

“A few years ago, Vaen Mir was Vel’shannar’s
most prominent military garrison,” the female voice said. “I still
remember when my raiders first dragged Solemi into my chambers. She
was terrified of what I might do to her.”

The speaker sauntered into the pale light
cast by the luminescent fungus, though Jorem almost didn’t
recognize Varassa thanks to her elaborate purple-black armor. Her
breastplate was equal parts leather and metal, and it cradled and
pushed up her cleavage even more than Valuri’s corset. Her matching
skirt ended well above her knees, and the heels of her boots were
so high only an elf could possibly walk on them without teetering
over.

“I’m so sorry that your slaving outpost fell
apart,” Jorem said snidely. “If only we could help you subjugate
more innocent people.”

“That treacherous niskaru cunt is
anything but innocent,” Varassa snarled. “You understand that far
better than most.”

“What I understand is that your people got
what was coming to them,” Jorem said. “You’ll forgive me for not
shedding a tear that a bunch of monsters were driven out of their
city.”

Varassa’s violet eyes narrowed dangerously,
but after a moment her lips curled into a twisted smile. “You have
a much stiffer spine than most surface males. Good. You will need
that courage if you wish to bring down the Usurper.”

“We are not interested in helping you reclaim
your city and reconquer your slaves,” Kaseya said pointedly. “If
that is why you wished to speak with us, you are wasting your
time.”

The First Daughter’s smile widened. “I harbor
no illusions about our relationship. I know that you hate—and
fear—my people. All with good reason.”

“So then why are we here?” Jorem
asked. “Your man back in the city wasn’t exactly a great
conversationalist.”

Varassa gestured for them to follow her into
another nook. The walls were far too smooth to be natural; the
whole chamber had obviously been carved out by magic to serve as
the First Daughter’s personal quarters. The luxurious furniture
inside was a stark contrast to the old, abandoned tents outside,
and it instantly reminded Jorem of Solemi’s den within Darkwind.
The oversized bed, the plush divans, the shelves filled with tools
designed for torture, sex, or a little of both.

The First Daughter eventually took a seat
upon one of the divans arranged in a rough circle around a short
table. “You are here because I wanted you to know the full truth
about our enemy,” she said, crossing her shapely grey legs. “I have
spent the last several years under her thumb waiting for the chance
to strike, and I believe that you represent our best opportunity
for revenge.”

“Again, that’s probably not as motivating for
us as you think it is,” Jorem grumbled as he grudgingly took a
seat. The girls remained standing behind him. “You’ll have to do a
whole lot better than that if you want our help.”

“I don’t want your help, rivvil,”
Varassa said. “I want you to acknowledge that you are in a fight
for your own freedom. The Usurper believes that the surface is
every bit as ‘corrupt’ as the Underworld, and she will not stop
until she has purged your cities with fire and blood.”

“That hardly makes her unique these days,”
Jorem said. “In case you haven’t been paying attention, there’s a
living goddess from Vorsalos trying to do the same thing.”

Varassa’s lips curled in contempt. “Yes, this
alleged Conduit who believes herself divine. If she has truly
stolen power from the gods, then she will face the wrath of the
Spider Queen soon enough.”

“The same Spider Queen who didn’t save
Vel’shannar? The same Spider Queen who let one of her priestesses
wallow as a lowly handmaiden of a mixed-blood surface elf?”

A cold silence hung in the air, and Jorem
resisted the urge to smile. He had decided to adopt one of Valuri’s
time-tested diplomatic techniques here—if he could irritate this
dark elf bitch enough, perhaps she would slip and reveal her true
plans.

That, or she would simply try to kill them.
Valuri’s antics pretty much always ended in shouting or blood. Or
both.

“The Spider Queen rewards the worthy and the
powerful,” Varassa said, her voice as cold and dark as the
lightless caverns outside. “Once we have reclaimed our city from
the Usurper, I have no doubt that she will grace us with her power
again.”

“I find that highly unlikely,” Selvhara said.
“Whatever part of your goddess was still capable of empowering her
followers in this world has surely shriveled in the wake of the
Shattering. Like the rest of the Valathrim, what remains of
her consciousness is now trapped within the Pale.”

Varassa’s cheek twitched. “I would not expect
a darthiir to understand. You whisper heresy with every
breath.”

“I merely speak the truth.”

“That’s no different than heresy in most
religions,” Jorem muttered. “Anyway, as amusing as this is, I’m
still waiting for your sales pitch here. What exactly are you
hoping we can do for you?”

Varassa stared at the other elf for several
long, awkward seconds before she finally sighed and placed her
hands upon the table. “My forces have been scattered, and I can no
longer marshal an army capable of retaking the city. However, I
still possess several relics that could be a threat to her—relics
she is not aware of.”

Jorem leaned forward. “Go on…”

“You and your companions have developed an
impressive reputation in a very short period of time. I believe
that you are destined to confront the Usurper. I would rather have
you survive that battle, if at all possible.”

“At least we agree on something,” Jorem
replied dryly.

“What I offer you, ussta abbilen, are
gifts,” Varassa said. “Gifts that I hope will allow you to destroy
the Conduit and the Usurper.”

Jorem blinked. “Wait, that’s it? You just
want to give us stuff?”

“Yes,” the drow confirmed, opening her hands.
“If the relics remain here, the Usurper and her followers will find
them eventually. I would rather you take them to the surface.”

He glanced back at the girls, and Kaseya’s
face looked just as incredulous as he felt. He understood the basic
logic, of course—if they did something to thwart Solemi, they would
be indirectly helping Varassa and her loyalists. Nevertheless, the
entire idea of receiving a gift from a former drow priestess seemed
suspicious, to put it mildly.

“As I said, I harbor no illusions about our
relationship,” Varassa went on. “You will never voluntarily work
with me, even if doing so is in your best interests, so I suggest
we skip the petty moralizing and get right to the heart of the
matter. I can provide you with weapons that will prove useful
against all of your enemies, and I can provide you with the means
of returning to the surface.”

“Uh huh,” Jorem said. “Why do I get the
feeling that any ‘relic’ you give us will backfire at the worst
possible moment?”

Varassa shrugged. “You travel with a
Sarodihm historian. She will vouch for the authenticity of
my gifts.”

“I will certainly try,” Selvhara agreed.

Jorem sighed and glanced back at Kaseya. The
amazon clearly wasn’t happy about any of this, but she wasn’t
actively protesting, either—at least, not in front of Varassa. He
wondered if that would change once the drow was out of earshot.

Regardless, he didn’t see the harm in taking
a look at what Varassa had to offer. Selvhara seemed to know what
she was talking about…most of the time.

“Fine,” Jorem grumbled with a wave of his
hand. “Let’s see what you have.”

“You won’t be disappointed,” Varassa
promised, smiling as she uncrossed her legs and stood. “Follow
me…”

 


***

 


“We took great care to conceal this vault
from the Usurper after the fall of the city,” Varassa said as she
led the group down a long, winding tunnel into the warrens of the
outpost. “Fortunately, her servants lacked the capacity to
penetrate the wards, and she never came here in person. If she
had…”

Jorem and Kaseya shared another wary glance,
but Selvhara was barely even paying attention. She could already
sense the power from the vault below, and she was practically giddy
in anticipation of what they might find. The thought of holding
ancient Vaetharri relics in her hands was enough to make her knees
weak. She had read hundreds of tomes about the original dark elf
rebellion and the founding of Sulinor, and the story of the
original Silhouette remained one of her favorites. The very idea
that a half-breed woman, loved equally by rival princes, could
challenge an empire and liberate her people…

It was as preposterous as it was romantic,
obviously, but Selvhara still cherished the story. And if any of
the relics here were truly from that era, she didn’t know if she
would be able to contain herself.

Several small, elaborate glyphs warded the
door at the bottom of the stairs, and Varassa touched them in a
deliberate sequence to temporarily suppress their power. The
chamber on the other side was as dark as everything else down here,
but Jorem opened his palm and conjured a glimmering orb of light
bright enough to make the drow priestess wince in discomfort.

“As you can see, we were only able to save a
small fraction of our armory,” Varassa said “But I’ve no doubt you
will still find it useful.”

“Faarea,” Selvhara breathed, gliding
forward. The “vault” was little more than a small, circular nook,
and in terms of raw size and volume of items, it probably paled in
comparison to the average artificer’s shop in Highwind. But size
and volume were poor ways to judge craftsmanship, and the druid was
instantly entranced by the relics on display.

“The artificers of Vel’shannar are far more
skilled than any rivvil,” Varassa said, not bothering to
hide her pride or her contempt. “My armies are better equipped than
any others in this part of the world.”

“I think you mean they were better
equipped,” Jorem said. “You know, before your former slave roasted
all of them.”

The First Daughter’s cheek twitched ever so
slightly. “We were not prepared for her attack. The very idea that
a lowborn niskaru cunt could wield the power of a dragon…”
Varassa shook her head and took a deep breath. “Regardless, I’ve no
doubt you will find this particular relic quite helpful. The
enchantment was designed to withstand the heat of the many volcanos
of Sulinor.”

She pointed at circular silver shield
emblazoned with the face of an elven woman with light grey skin and
intricately braided, shoulder-length white hair. Selvhara gasped
and immediately placed her fingertips upon the metal.

“Silhouette…” she whispered.

Varassa turned and scowled at her.
“What?”

“This is ancient,” the druid said. “It must
have been forged after the rebellion but before the exodus from
Varellon…”

Jorem cocked an eyebrow at her. “Is that
good?”

“It’s remarkable,” Selvhara told him. “I
doubt there are more than a handful left in the world.”

She gently lifted the shield. As much as she
wanted to reach out to the Aether and feel the currents coursing
through the steel, she didn’t want to risk drawing the One God’s
attention. He would demand an update sooner or later, but as long
as she didn’t actively channel, his fleeting consciousness might
remain scattered within the Pale for a little while longer…

“You should take this,” Selvhara said,
offering it to Kaseya. “The enchantment should protect you
from—”

“I have no interest in relics forged by
slavers and butchers,” the amazon protested.

The druid shook her head. “It wasn’t created
by the drow—it was created by the Vaetharri rebels in honor of
their leader long before I was born.”

Jorem frowned skeptically. “Are you sure the
magic hasn’t been cursed since then? It will probably shatter the
first time anyone tries to use it in battle.”

Varassa chuckled. “You are wiser than you
look, rivvil. Trust is for the foolish.”

“You say something like that, yet you still
expect us to take it?” Jorem asked. “Are you mad?”

“The shield is not cursed,” Selvhara assured
him. “Imagine how useful it will be against the Knights of the
Crimson Flame as well as the Black Mistress.’

Kaseya studied the druid for a moment before
she reluctantly took the shield. “It is incredibly light.”

“Yet far more durable than your best surface
steel,” Varassa said. “The Sarodihm is correct—this shield
was once used by the dark elves during their rebellion against the
Wyrm Lords. You would be wise to recognize its value.”

“Thanks,” Jorem said, not bothering to hide
his disdain. “You want to tell us how to get back to the surface
now?”

“Soon,” Varassa assured him. “First, I wanted
to show you…”

The dark elf kept talking, but Selvhara
stopped listening. Her eyes fastened upon a silver-gold choker atop
a slender display case, and she practically bounded across the
chamber to reach it. Ancient Aetheric currents thrummed through the
device, warming the metal despite the chill of the cavern. She only
needed a moment to inspect the engravings and confirm its
origins.

“Shaletas,” Selvhara whispered,
smiling as she lifted the choker.

“What is it?”

She turned to see Jorem staring at her
inquisitively, his brow creased in concern. Varassa was pointing at
something else and seemed annoyed by the distraction.

“A bonding collar used by the Dal’Rethi Blade
Dancers,” Selvhara said. “Devices like this were the precursor to
the tan’ratha worn by the amazons of Nol Krovos.”

“Is that so?” Varassa mused, studying
Kaseya’s collar. “My artificers could never properly identify its
function, though they believed it was part of a matching set.”

“It was, once,” Selvhara confirmed. “The
Dal’Rethi were the greatest warriors of the Avethian Empire; they
combined sorcery and swordplay and fought in matched pairs as
Mas’kari—two as one.”

Her mind flashed back to the libraries of Tir
Lanathel and the Dal’Rethi tomes she had pored over on behalf of
her master. Most of the Blade Dancers had already been killed by
that point in the Dragon War, but that hadn’t stopped her from
wanting to meet the survivors and see their techniques in
action…

Selvhara shook away the thought and dragged
her mind back into the present. Kaseya hadn’t been willing to share
her collar earlier, but with this she might not need to. In theory,
this device could serve the same function. The only question was
whether it could be properly attuned to a human like Jorem.

He is a dragon—he is the Aether’s fury given
form. Surely the Dal’Rethi artificers would have designed their
relics to recognize such power.

“Take it if you wish,” Varassa said, one of
her white eyebrows arched. “It is of no use to us.”

Selvhara smiled. She could practically feel
the history when she traced her fingertips along the engravings. If
she remembered correctly, the words here were the key to attuning
the device. She wouldn’t even need to cast a spell; she just needed
to recite the incantations and perform the proper ritual.

The others continued speaking with Varassa
for some time, and Selvhara offered relevant insights whenever she
could. But her mind remained focus on the collar and the potential
within. She couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was finally
coming together. The Aether had guided her to a dragon, and now it
had given her the means of serving him. Together they could surely
defeat all their enemies. The Inquisitrix, the Black Mistress, even
the One God…

Selvhara had almost worked herself into a
manic frenzy by the time Varassa led them back out of the vault and
through the derelict outpost. Jorem and Kaseya remained as
concerned as ever about the First Daughter and her unbidden aid,
but the promise of a path back to the surface compelled them to
follow regardless. A few minutes later, the group approached
another narrow passage with a pair of drow soldiers standing
guard.

“The exit is not far from here,” Varassa
said. “Continue through the passage until you reach a brackish
pond, then travel north where the ground begins to slope upwards.
Once you feel the wind, you will know you have arrived at the
correct tunnel. It will take you into the ruins of an old temple in
the woods outside of Riverbend.”

Jorem nodded. “We appreciate the help,” he
said, still not bothering to conceal his suspicion—or his contempt.
“I’m just sorry we don’t have more time to stick around for
tea.”

The First Daughter smiled. “I suspect this
will not the last time we see each other.”

“I can’t tell if that’s supposed to be a
threat or not.”

 “It is a
promise,” Varassa said, placing her long grey fingers upon his
cheek. “Xal elghinn doer kissa ulu udossta ogglinnar.”

After favoring the other women with a long,
meaningful glance, the drow priestess turned and strode back into
the outpost. The guards followed closely behind her, and Jorem
waited until they were gone to shake his head swear under his
breath.

“Do I even want to know what she just said?”
he asked.

“‘May death come swiftly to our enemies,’”
Selvhara translated.

“Right,” he murmured. “Remember when we
thought she was just a random naked floozy giving out hand jobs at
the Darkwind bathing pools?”

“I never thought that,” Kaseya said.

“Mm,” he grunted, glancing back at the narrow
passage in front of them. “Well, all things considered, that could
have gone a lot worse—assuming these little ‘gifts’ actually work
the way they are supposed to, anyway.”

“Varassa was not lying about their origin,”
Selvhara insisted. “And I fail to see what she would gain from
giving us cursed artifacts.”

“The drow are cruel and capricious by
nature,” Kaseya said as she studied her new shield. “We should not
rely upon her gifts or her information.”

Jorem sighed. “At the moment, we don’t have
much of a choice. If this path doesn’t actually lead back to
Riverbend, we’ll come right back and burn this whole outpost to the
ground.”

Selvhara considered arguing the point—they
were being completely irrational, even by human standards—but she
ultimately decided against it. She had far greater concerns than
advocating on behalf of a drow priestess. She just needed to wait
for the right moment to explain the wonders of the collar.

The group traveled through the winding
passage for about an hour before they reached the brackish pond
Varassa had mentioned, and while they searched for the sloping
path, Selvhara finally decided to make her move.

“Now that we have met with the First
Daughter, there is something we should discuss,” she said, placing
a hand on Jorem’s arm.

He arched a brown eyebrow at her. “What
now?”

“This Dal’Rethi bonding collar presents us
with a unique opportunity,” Selvhara said, holding the golden
choker in front of him. “If properly attuned, it could make me a
far more attentive servant.”

Jorem groaned and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “That is such a terrible idea…”

She shook her head. “Why? Theoretically, the
collar will function quite similarly to Kaseya’s tan’ratha.
I will be able to feel your emotions as if they were my own. I
could better anticipate your needs and desires.”

“Jorem does not require a second bond-mate,”
Kaseya said.

“I have no desire to take your place,”
Selvhara insisted, “but Jorem has already seen how my unique gifts
could prove invaluable during his ascension. If I can feel his
emotions during his transformation, I will be able to guide him
that much more easily.”

“No,” he said, waving his hand. “I knew I
should have told you to leave that thing back in the vault. The
whole idea is—”

“My lord, please,” Selvhara begged as
she sank down on her knees in front of him. “You are the only one
capable of saving me from the One God. The sooner I can help you
realize your full potential, the better for all of us. We cannot
afford to miss this opportunity!”

Jorem sighed and shared a long, weary glance
with Kaseya before he finally turned back to the druid. “You’re
certain this is what you want?”

Selvhara smiled and nodded. “More than
anything, my lord. I have waited centuries for the opportunity to
serve another Wyrm Lord. It is my purpose—it is my
destiny.”

He stared down at her, and she could see the
emotional battle waging behind his eyes. The fact he wasn’t
instantly leaping at the opportunity to have another woman bind
herself to his service spoke well of him—most men wouldn’t have
hesitated in the slightest. It just further proved what she had
known all along: he was the master she was meant to serve.

“All right, fine,” Jorem murmured. “What do
you need me to do, exactly?”

“Nothing at all, my lord,” Selvhara said.
“The device can be attuned and activated by making physical contact
with the bond-mate and speaking the proper words…”

She lifted the golden collar directly in
front of her eyes with one hand while reaching out to touch Jorem’s
chest with the other. “Yassen sina vanda, atta natula er,”
she read from the inscription. “Er hanwa, er inya, naud alye’ e’
ohta ikotane tanya sina palurin nai utua seere!”

 The collar began
to hum softly as she spoke the words, and the instant she finished
the incantation, the engravings began to glow blue with Aetheric
power. Grinning giddily, Selvhara placed it around her slender neck
as she looked up at Jorem. The device automatically locked into
place, squeezing her throat with just enough pressure to set her
quim ablaze. As the metal warmed against her flesh, she closed her
eyes and held her breath. She was eager to feel his power, but she
was desperate to feel his lust—and even more desperate to
sate it. With the collar’s help, she would be a perfect mate. Her
embrace would set fire to his loins and bring him carnal bliss
beyond his deepest mortal desires. She could already feel the magic
gently opening her mind, and she gasped when the first sensation
crashed over her…

“Are you all right?” Jorem asked.

Selvhara smiled and nodded. “It’s working,”
she breathed. “I can feel…everything.”

At first the deluge was so overwhelming she
feared she might drown, but fortunately her centuries of bondage to
the One God had taught her many techniques to stem the tide. She
forced herself to focus on one specific sensation at a time, and
soon she could feel Jorem’s anxious energy as if it were her
own.

“You do not need to worry about me, my lord,”
Selvhara assured him. “Soon I will be able to properly anticipate
your needs and…”

She trailed off when Jorem’s anxiety
inexplicably transformed into…jealousy? It didn’t make any sense.
What could he possibly be jealous of? He was a sorcerer—a
dragon!—with two women kneeling before him—

Selvhara’s eyes abruptly reopened, and she
glanced back over to Kaseya. The amazon was staring down at her, an
odd look on her face.

“Oh, no,” the elf breathed. “But that’s…I
don’t understand.”

“What’s going on?” Jorem asked, shaking his
head in confusion. “Is it working?”

“Yes, but…” Selvhara pursed her lips and
stared into the faintly-glowing ruby embedded within Kaseya’s
collar—a collar that had been forged to the exact specifications of
a Dal’Rethi training stone. “Le’thos…”

Jorem glanced between the two women. “Does
someone want to tell me what’s going on?”

“Her collar is not attuned to you,” Kaseya
reasoned. “It is attuned to me.”

Jorem blinked. “Um…what?”

“This bonding collar is one part of a set,”
Selvhara whispered as the truth belatedly struck her. “It must have
mistaken her tan’ratha for its partner.”

“It can do that?”

“Apparently. I do not have an alternative
explanation.”

Jorem took a step back, his mouth open and
his eyebrows cocked, before he suddenly threw his head back and
laughed. Selvhara and Kaseya both looked at him like he was
crazy.

“I’m sorry, but this is just…fuck, I don’t
even know,” Jorem breathed as he wiped a tear from his eye. “Gods,
can you even imagine what Val would be saying right now?”

“I expect she would find the situation as
amusing as you do,” Kaseya said.

“Oh, I know she would,” Jorem said
between chuckles. “This is so insane it could only possibly happen
to me.”

Kaseya turned back to the kneeling druid.
“Remove the collar.”

Selvhara probed the device with her fingers.
“I can’t.”

“What do you mean you can’t?”

“There is no clasp,” the druid explained as
the amazon’s surprise and concern crashed over her.

“Then how did the Dal’Rethi take them off?”
Kaseya asked.

“They didn’t. The bond of the Mas’Kari
was for life.”

Jorem’s laughter abruptly stopped…and then
almost immediately started back up again. Kaseya whirled around and
shot him an annoyed glare.

“This is not amusing!”

“Oh, it definitely is.”

“A trained artificer could likely reset the
device,” Selvhara said. “But I lack the proper knowledge and
tools.”

Kaseya clenched her teeth, and Selvhara could
feel the amazon’s frustration swelling with each passing moment.
The sensations were so vivid, so intense…it almost didn’t seem
possible.

“Perhaps I will still be able to sense the
dragon’s needs through you,” Selvhara whispered. “We could
still—”

“Surely someone in Highwind will be able to
remove it,” Kaseya interrupted.

“Maybe,” Jorem said, still snickering.
“Though all the artificers in the Mage’s Guild presumably lost
their powers during the Shattering. It’s difficult to say.”

The amazon closed her eyes. “I knew this was
a mistake. We never should have trusted the drow.”

“This has nothing to do with the drow,” Jorem
said, offering Selvhara a hand to help her up. “This is called ‘the
curse of traveling with Jorem Farr.’ I hope you’re all having
fun.”

Kaseya continued shaking her head. “I am
not.”

“Give it time,” Jorem said. “For now, how
about we find this trail and get the hell out of here?”

 


***

 


Thankfully, Varassa’s directions to the
surface were more reliable than Selvhara’s new collar, and after a
few more hours of walking, Jorem finally felt the air stirring
around his face. He grinned when his nose caught the scent of grass
and flowers, and soon he and the girls were sprinting towards a
glorious pillar of moonlight in the distance. A voice in the back
of his head warned him that all of this could still be an
illusion—or worse, a trap—but for once his cynicism was misplaced.
The gusts of fresh air grew stronger and stronger, and the
blue-white column of light led up into an ancient, crumbling temple
just like the First Daughter had promised.

And finally, at long last, they were all
standing beneath the stars once again.

“Thank the fucking gods,” Jorem said as he
thrust out his arms and dropped to his knees. “But was it really
too much to ask to give us one bloody ray of sunlight?”

“The moon and the stars will do,” Kaseya
said, smiling and squeezing his shoulder. “I’ve never seen anything
more beautiful.”

He smiled back. She was right, naturally; the
star-pocked sky was still a thousand times better than any
lightless cavern. He closed his eyes and allowed the cool night
breeze to chill his skin and tousle his hair. Even the chirping
crickets were a welcome change from the ominous, echoey emptiness
of the Underworld.

The temple itself was little more than
glorified rubble. The glass in the windows had long since
shattered, and several of the support columns had completely
collapsed. Only about a quarter of the ceiling remained intact;
Jorem was a little surprised it wasn’t raining just so the
multiverse could spite him one last time. Then again, he still
would have preferred strolling into the middle of a tornado over
returning to the horrible shithole they had just crawled out
of.

“Remind me to never complain about the heat
ever again,” Jorem said. “Or the cold, or the wind, or the
bugs…”

Kaseya chuckled and kneaded the residual
tension from his shoulders. “All we have to worry about now is the
army standing between us and Highwind.”

He flashed her a wry grin. “You really are
developing a sense of humor.”

“Slowly,” she said as she squatted down and
kissed him. The heat of her lips brought the entire world to a
crawl, and he reached out and pulled her all the way down to the
rubble-strewn stone floor with him. He hadn’t felt this relieved in
as long as he could remember; for one perfect moment, all he wanted
to do was hold her in his lap while the fresh air caressed their
skin.

“Ooh…”

Jorem pulled away and glanced over his
shoulder to see Selvhara also slumped on her knees, one hand
bracing herself against a crumbled pillar and the other
surreptitiously sliding beneath the folds of her translucent robe.
Unless he was woefully mistaken, she began massaging her own quim
right in front of them.

“Uh…are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s just…” The druid’s eyes fluttered
beneath their lids for several seconds before they locked back on
Kaseya. “The sensations seem to be getting stronger…”

Jorem pursed his lips. Somehow, in the heat
of the moment, he had briefly forgotten about her new Dal’Rethi
collar. He still found the whole thing darkly amusing, though he
had no idea what was happening right now.

“The tan’ratha bond grows more
powerful as it fully acclimates,” Kaseya said. “Eventually an
amazon experiences her Maskari’s feelings—and arousal—even
more strongly than her own.”

“It is…difficult…” Selvhara stuttered
breathlessly. She tapped her anklet to retract her robe, and the
instant it vanished, she plunged a finger into her quim.
“Faarea!”

Jorem’s cock stirred in his trousers at the
sight of the elf unabashedly pleasuring herself. “Well, this is,
um, unexpected.”

“Her collar must be creating a resonance,”
Kaseya said. “If mine is amplifying your pleasure and hers is
amplifying mine…”

“Oh dear,” Jorem muttered. “Uh, maybe this
isn’t so funny after all.”

“It’s about to be,” Kaseya said, an impish
twinkle in her eye. “Fuck me.”

Jorem blinked. “What?”

“Fuck me,” the amazon repeated as she swung
her leg over his waist and straddled him. “Right here, right
now.”

His jaw fell open as she began frantically
fiddling with the straps of her breastplate. “Now?” he asked. “We
just got to the surface!”

“Can you think of a better reason to
celebrate?”

“I mean, not really, but…”

His meek protests fell silent the instant
she tossed aside her armor and thrust her tits into his mouth. He
rolled his tongue over her nipples while his hands squeezed her
soft flesh, and when she threw back her head and moaned, Selvhara
echoed the amazon’s delight barely a second later. The synergy was
truly something to behold: as his cock swelled, Kaseya’s quim
slickened…and as her quim slickened, Selvhara practically went into
convulsions.

If Val was jealous of this collar before, I
can’t imagine how she’ll react now.

Grabbing a firm hold of Kaseya’s thighs,
Jorem stood and hoisted her up into his arms. Aside from a few
broken pews, there wasn’t any real furniture left in the temple,
but thankfully the cracked remnant of the old altar was the perfect
height. Setting her down on the edge of the wide stone slab, he
flipped up her leather skirt and propped her knees up on his
shoulders while she opened his trousers. She was so thoroughly
soaked that his cock slipped inside her with almost no resistance
whatsoever.

“Maskari…” Kaseya moaned. “Fuck me.
Please!”

Bracing his hands on her smooth, athletic
calves, Jorem slammed into her. Her amazon cunt was as warm and
glorious as ever, and he closed his eyes and bit down on his lip as
he pumped her hard and fast. Her flawless skin was practically
glowing in the moonlight, and her soft whimpers echoed through the
temple—

Until they were completely drowned out by
Selvhara’s screams.

Jorem glanced back over his shoulder to see
the druid sprawled on the floor, fingers plunged into her quim in a
desperate but futile attempt to quench the flames. Her entire body
convulsed as if she were climaxing every time he thrust, and the
sight of her uncontrollably writhing around almost pushed him over
the edge.

“Harder!” Kaseya begged, her hands clawing
into his back. “Fuck me harder!”

Jorem gave her what she wanted. After
pushing her knees all the way against her chest, he pounded into
her so hard the altar began to wobble. Her cries of delight grew so
loud they were probably audible in Riverbend, and he felt his own
climax approaching…

“Inside!” the amazon pleaded, her eyes
boring into his as she cupped her hands around his cheeks. “I want
it all inside!”

“Oh, fuck!” Jorem gasped.
“Here…it…comes!”

Kaseya clutched him tightly against her as
he flooded her with everything he had. He could feel the echoes of
every blast shuddering through her, and he could hear those same
echoes shuddering through Selvhara a split second later. He might
have felt guilty about this whole crazy situation if the elf
weren’t obviously enjoying herself so much…

“Oh, gods,” he breathed, gently pushing
Kaseya’s knees aside so he could kiss her chest. Her nails
continued raking into his back, and he could still feel the
electricity tingling through her skin. The amazon glanced over at
Selvhara, clearly amused by how much power she suddenly had over
their new companion.

Val really has rubbed off on her…

“Maskari,” Kaseya said, rifling her
fingers through his hair and giving him a long, deep kiss. When she
finally leaned away, she smiled wickedly and pulled his ear down to
her lips. “I want you to do something else for me.”

“Anything,” Jorem said.

“I want you to go over there and help
Selvhara to her feet,” the amazon whispered. “Then I want you to
bend her over the windowsill and fuck her in the ass.”

Jorem blinked in surprise, and his cock
throbbed and began to swell inside her. “What?”

“I want you to give it to her hard,” Kaseya
said, nibbling at his earlobe. “And then I want you to finish on
me.”

He smiled. “Where?”

“Everywhere.” Kaseya grinned and
tilted his head so she could stare him right in the eye. “Do it.
Now!”

She opened her legs so he could escape, and
Jorem stumbled back and fastened his gaze upon Selvhara. She was
still vigorously fingering herself while lying curled in a ball; he
wasn’t even sure if she had heard them talking. The sight of her
sleek, slender silhouette was more than enough to stiffen his stem,
and he lunged towards her and effortlessly scooped her up in his
arms.

 “Saesa, sana
amin!” she blubbered in Elvish as he pushed her torso through
an open window and bent her over the sill. “Take me,
please!”

Selvhara’s tight elven quim was so sodden
Jorem slipped inside her as easily as he had Kaseya, and he grabbed
a thick clump of her dark hair as he hammered into her from behind.
The resonance from the collar completely paralyzed her; after a few
short seconds, her lungs couldn’t even muster the breath to scream.
He continued pumping into her until his cock was just as soaked as
her cunt, at which point he pulled out and thrust his swollen stem
right up her ass.

“Gods, yes, ooooh!” the druid cried out in
delight. Her hands clenched desperately at the sill, and her
fingers and nails began to transform into bestial claws. Just like
when he had ravaged her earlier, Jorem didn’t feel the slightest
bit of pity or remorse. He knew her immortal body could take any
punishment he could dish out, and so he fucked her ass every bit as
ruthlessly as he would fuck a cunt.

“Give it to her,” Kaseya said as she knelt
next to him. Smiling, she pulled back her red hair, opened her
mouth, and stuck out her tongue. “And then give it to me.”

Gripping Selvhara’s trim waist in both
hands, Jorem plowed into her until her cries of delight became
little more than unintelligible Elvish whimpers. His cock throbbed
uncontrollably, and his balls threatened to burst…

“Fuck!” Jorem swore as he abruptly pulled
out and aimed his stem at the kneeling amazon. Volley after volley
of his searing seed splattered over her, covering her chin, tits,
and stomach just like she had demanded. His legs completely wilted
once he was spent, and he slumped onto the floor and stared up at
the sliver of the moon peeking through the cracks in the
ceiling.

Sure, Highwind may have been under siege,
and sure, the world may have felt like it was coming apart around
them. But at least there was one thing Jorem knew for certain:

It was really fucking good to be home.
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A Promise and a
Dragon

 


The graves had been filled for several hours
now, and the spring rain was falling harder and harder every
minute. The entire cemetery was drenched, as was the meadow
encircling the Silver Tower. Julian Cassel had no intention of
going back inside just yet, however, not even when the sky turned
black and the encroaching thunder rolled off the mountains.

“Thirteen dead,” he said, bracing himself
upon his sword. The tip had already sunk into the mud several
inches, but he couldn’t bring himself to stand under his own power
just yet. “Ten more in Icewatch, fifty more in Ostvara, and
probably a few dozen others scattered between Riverbend and
Greygale. That doesn’t even count the ones who’ve disappeared in
Highwind.”

Cassel glared down at the plot where he had
buried Hathos. The grave remained unmarked, which was still far
more gracious than the grotesque “Traitor’s Twelve” hanging ritual
recommended by Escar’s Code. If he had wanted to, Cassel could have
easily planted the man’s head on a pike by the main gate. The
survivors inside almost certainly would have cheered his
decision.

But that didn’t make it right.

“The worst part is that I can understand why
he did it,” Cassel said as the raindrops rolled down his face and
over his unshaven stubble. “When the Echo first struck me back in
Hastien’s Fall, I was bloody terrified. I honestly wondered if I
would ever touch the Aether again…”

He swallowed and shook his head. “If you
hadn’t come along, I don’t know what I would have done. When I saw
how helpless Serrane was against that Huntress, when I knew there
wasn’t a damn thing I could do to help her or Highwind…” He
shrugged. “I’d like to believe I wouldn’t have knelt before the
Inquisitrix and joined her murderous crusade, but a part of me
isn’t sure. What if I had been stuck here in the Silver Tower
instead of Hathos? What if I had been forced to watch all my men
rot in front of me for weeks? What if I had been offered a way
out?”

“You wouldn’t have betrayed your people,”
Tahira’s soft voice said from behind him. “And you wouldn’t have
poisoned them to try and conceal your treachery.”

“No,” Cassel murmured. “I probably would have
ordered them to fight to the bitter end. But what would that have
accomplished besides filling more graves?”

He could hear the loose folds of her black
robe fluttering in the wind and the squish of her boots in the mud
as she shuffled in place behind him. “You are not responsible for
what happened here, Julian. There is nothing you could have done to
save them.”

Cassel squeezed the handle of his sword. He
wasn’t sure he believed her. He wasn’t sure he even wanted
to believe her.

“You told me that I’m not responsible for
what happened to my sisters,” Tahira went on. “Though I suppose
hearing the words doesn’t make things any easier.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Cassel agreed. “But maybe
that’s all right. Maybe it needs to hurt for a while.”

He let out a long, slow breath as he brought
himself back to his feet. The morning breeze was considerably
colder here than in Highwind, but he could barely even feel the
chill on his face. Rage was doing a far better job keeping him warm
than magic ever could.

“I might not have been able save them, but
the Order could have,” Cassel said. “The Shattering may have struck
the final blow, but the Silver Fist has been dying for a long time.
The arrogance, the sanctimony, the corruption…” He shook his head.
“When the Order was founded, aspirants weren’t even allowed to
channel the Aether until they became full-blown knights, and even
then they were closely monitored by the Highlord and his Conclave.
Those who acted without virtue were swiftly cast out.”

Cassel sighed and turned around to face her.
“Even stripped of their magic, men like Hathos shouldn’t have been
so easily tempted to swear allegiance to a new master. This isn’t
even about faith—it’s about power. We’ve become so used to acting
like the moral authority in Highwind that we’ve started seeing
ourselves as superior to the people we swore to protect.”

“You have never acted that way,” Tahira said.
“Not even for a moment.”

“I wish that were true,” he said, running a
hand back through his hair. “I’m not the paragon of virtue you
think I am.”

She shrugged. “Maybe not, but that doesn’t
make you a monster.”

“No, but I don’t think Hathos was a monster,
either. That’s the point.” Cassel swallowed and shook his head.
“When Serrane and I battled the Roskarim in Icewatch, it was
because the Council had refused to send enough knights to defend
the fortress. Men like Deswick were just as comfortable sitting
behind the city’s walls as the pampered nobles they claim to
despise. They—we—have all grown so comfortable being in
power that we’ve forgotten why we were entrusted to wield it in the
first place. That has to change. It’s going to change.”

“How?” Tahira asked. “The knights in the city
won’t let me help them, and there aren’t many men left here.”

“There are enough,” he told her. “Have the
others responded to the treatment yet?”

She nodded. “They are all back on their feet
and eating again, and I have reforged my bond with several of
them.”

“How long do you think you can sustain the
connection?”

“I still do not know,” Tahira conceded. “I
can feel each and every one of them now, especially when they are
channeling. At times it is…unsettling. I can almost see
through their eyes as if they were my own.”

Cassel reached out and gently placed his hand
on her rain-kissed cheek. “Like a true goddess.”

“I am no one’s goddess,” she insisted.

“You’re the closest thing this world has seen
to one in a very long time,” he told her. “I still don’t know how
it works or what it means, but it must have happened for a
reason.”

Tahira smiled so sweetly that Cassel couldn’t
help but lean forward and kiss her. Power crackled between their
lips as their tongues danced together, and when he finally pulled
away, he felt more determined than ever to do what needed to be
done.

“You should return to the infirmary and try
to reconnect with as many others as you can,” Cassel said, brushing
a soaked strand of red hair from her face. “I want as many of them
as possible to be on their feet and ready for the road by tomorrow
morning. Serrane is expecting me to return with an army of
knights.”

“But we don’t have an army of knights,” she
reminded him.

“Maybe not, but the men we do have will have
to be enough.”

Cassel reached down and yanked his sword from
the ground. He stared hard at his own reflection in the shimmering
steel as the rain slowly washed the mud from the tip. Perhaps it
wasn’t worth asking himself what he would have done in Hathos’s
place. Perhaps all that really mattered was what he intended to do
here and now.

“We ride at first light,” Cassel said,
sheathing the blade. “I have a promise to keep…and we have a siege
to break.”

 


***

 


The armies of the Black Mistress were still
stomping through the streets when Serrane rushed out the front
door, bow clutched tightly in hand. The break of dawn was still at
least an hour away, but one of her house guards still spotted her
in the shadows and raced over to intercept her.

“General, thank the gods,” the young man
exclaimed. “I was just about to come wake you, but I didn’t want
to—”

“Give me a status report,” she interrupted.
“Have you heard from any of the other watch commanders?”

The man swallowed nervously and shook his
head. Like most of her still-active rangers, Lieutenant Tarnis was
painfully inexperienced, though he did have a decent head on his
shoulders. She never would have given him this post otherwise.

“We haven’t received any messages yet,” he
said, warily glancing back at the marching soldiers barely twenty
yards away from them. “I have no idea where they came from or what
they’re doing…”

“Believe me, kid, you don’t want to know,”
Valuri muttered from the doorway. She had wrapped herself in one of
Serrane’s thickest cloaks, given that her weapons and armor were
still back in her room at the inn.

“There’s no need to panic,” Serrane said,
placing a comforting but firm hand on Tarnis’s arm. “Gather all the
guards and get back to the command post. Tell everyone there to
meet me at city hall as quickly as they can.”

Tarnis frowned. “General?”

“Get moving,” she told him. “Now!”

The man tossed a quick, confused glance back
at Valuri but was thankfully smart enough to follow orders rather
than ask stupid questions. After he had dashed off to rally the
others, Serrane took a long, deep breath and scowled at the army
marching past her estate.

“I’m heading for the stables,” she said. “You
should get your gear and—”

“I’m already on my way,” Valuri replied with
a knowing smirk. “Well, I will be in a second…”

She leaned in and planted a single soft kiss
on the elf’s lips before she turned and sprinted down an adjacent
alley. Grinning, Serrane took off in the opposite direction. The
army was already blocking most of the main streets, and trying to
push through the mass of bodies seemed like a terrible idea.
Thankfully, she had another option.

Garadros was already awake and antsy when she
reached the stables a few minutes later, and he looked almost as
relieved to see her as the handlers did. Placing her hand on the
wyvern’s scaly snout, she reached out and touched his mind to make
certain he understood her intentions. He was far more anxious than
normal; the familiar clatter of boots had unlocked a deluge of
unpleasant memories from his training at the hatchery. Mercifully,
soothing him wasn’t as difficult as she feared. He already trusted
her more than she expected, and within a few seconds he lowered his
head so she could hop on.

Serrane attached the saddle in record time,
and once her weapons were properly secured, she vaulted up onto
Garadros’s back and took the reins. She still couldn’t believe how
quickly riding a wyvern had started to seem normal…

“I’ll return as soon as I can,” she assured
the handlers. “Just stay inside and try to keep the horses
calm.”

Garadros rushed forward out of his stall, and
she waited until he was several yards away from the stables before
she kicked her heels into his flank. His mighty wings stirred up a
whirlwind of straw and dust as he leapt into the sky, and she had
the satisfaction of seeing some of the soldiers further down the
street recoil at the sight of her.

“Let’s take a look around and see exactly
what we’re dealing with,” she said, still touching the wyvern’s
mind through the Aether. “Low and slow, all right?

Garadros roared his acknowledgement and
climbed just high enough that he could fan out his wings and soar a
few hundred feet above the city. The view was truly beautiful
despite the circumstances; even silhouetted in starlight, the
Silver Fist temple and the Grey Citadel glowed like twin beacons of
hope at the heart of the city. If only they still possessed a
fraction of their former power…

Shaking her head, Serrane focused her
attention on the streets below. From here, her elven eyes could
make out the entire army winding through the streets like a great
black serpent. The tail was somewhere within Moonshadow Plaza, and
the head was fast approaching city hall. The curious part was that
her house wasn’t on the way; the soldiers had clearly taken an
intentional detour in order to stomp right past her door.

Mannick obviously wanted you to know what was
happening. You need to be careful.

Serrane grimaced at the thought. Everything
horrible that had happened in the last few years—the assassination
of Councilor Vaneros, the imprisonment of Archmage Beloran, the
death of Highlord Kastrius—had all led up to this. The Highwind
Council was as broken as the Silver Fist, no matter how much she
and Commander Crowe had tried to pretend otherwise. Now reality was
staring her right in the face, and she had no idea what she could
possibly do to fix it. Intimidating a few soldiers with her wyvern
was one thing, but she couldn’t single-handedly drive this army
back into the Underworld.

Scowling in disgust, she soared back across
the city and steered Garadros to city hall. The vanguard of the
army had only just arrived, and she circled overhead twice before
she ordered the wyvern to land on the stone steps. He glared at the
wall of soldiers and unleashed a deep, bellowing roar.

“Now, now, that’s no way to treat the
defenders of Highwind,” a male voice called out from the shadows at
the top of the steps. “We’re all on the same side now, General. I
suggest you keep your new pet on a tighter leash.”

Serrane pivoted around in the saddle as
Constable Mannick stepped into the dim lanternlight at the top of
the stairs. He was fully adorned in his Guardsman armor, and he
even had his shield strapped to his back. Standing right behind him
was an enormous half-orc carrying an equally enormous war
hammer.

“Gerard, you son of a bitch,” Serrane hissed.
“You sold us out!”

Mannick scoffed. “I did nothing of the sort.
In fact, I went out of my way to warn you what was going to
happen.”

Serrane shook her head. “This is madness. The
Council voted to—”

“The Council is irrelevant,” Mannick snarled.
“Archmage Beloran is rotting in the Citadel, and Highlord Kastrius
is dead. The heroes of the last war are gone, General, and our
protectors have fallen with them. The Knights of the Silver Fist
are broken, and your Duskwatch has been reduced to a handful of
recruits who barely know how to fire a bow. This war was over
before it even started.”

“You never even gave us a chance to
fight!”

“Because there was no chance! The Council had
every opportunity to make the right choice, but you and Crowe were
too proud and stubborn to admit the truth. Highwind is on the verge
on the chaos, and there is only person with the power to save us
from the Conduit and her army of fanatics.”

“You bastard,” Serrane seethed, her hand
dropping to her bow and plucking it from the saddle. “We always
knew you were corrupt, but we never thought you would stoop to
treason.”

“Oh, please,” Mannick snorted. “The only
people guilty of treason here are the fools who refuse to
acknowledge reality. Besides, that’s hardly an appropriate way to
address your new commander.”

“What in the bloody hell are you talking
about?”

“The dragon has chosen me to lead her forces
in battle,” he gloated. “It’s quite an honor, really, though I’ve
no doubt she would have preferred you for the role. You’re
obviously far more experienced, and you command greater respect
among the people of Highwind. Unfortunately, you were too stubborn
to accept her offer.”

A lump of bile rose in Serrane’s throat as
she glanced back and forth between the army and the man atop the
stairs. “Dragon? What dragon?”

“The first Wyrm Lord to ascend in
generations,” Mannick said. “The liberator of Vel’shannar and
soon-to-be savior of Highwind. She will destroy the Conduit, and
then she will purge the corruption that has taken root here and in
Vorsalos.”

“You’re insane,” Serrane breathed. “There
hasn’t been a dragon in this part of the world since—”

A deep, bellowing roar shuddered through the
air like thunder. Serrane’s breath caught in her throat as a
massive dark creature at least twice the size of Garadros soared
over the Silver Temple and across the city, but she didn’t get a
clear look until it landed atop the Citadel. The dragon’s
purple-black scales glinted in the starlight as it reared back and
spread its mighty wings, casting a shadow across half the city.

“Behold the dawn of a new age,” Mannick said,
thrusting out his hands as the soldiers at the foot of the stairs
all dropped to their knees. “Behold the Dragon of Highwind.”
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