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Dedication
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This book goes out to Samuel L. Jackson:

The last true man of culture


Chapter 1
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Long ago, the Duchy of Rasea stood as its own Sovereign state. Spanning an area only a sixth of the size of the neighboring Terth at the time, Rasea was still well respected by the surrounding countries. Though sparsely populated, with swaths of unworked land, the peerage of the duchy were expert combatants, compassionate to their people, and generally peaceful. The people were also known for their developed sense of morality and ethics, so when Tereus Radomir petitioned the duke for safe passage to sack the rear flank of his brother, the King of Terth, in his bid for the throne, Rasea refused. Enraged, Tereus turned his wrath upon Rasea and her people and thus began the first battle of the War of the False King.

Though it managed to hold Tereus’s forces at bay, the duchy suffered catastrophic losses. Rasea owed Terth nothing, but the duke refused to engage in secret plots and treachery against his neighbor. He knew a great deal of the exiled prince and his ruthless nature. Not only could he not bring himself to ally with such a man, he knew that granting him the means to take Terth would situate him right next door to a future tyrant. As the casualties mounted, Terth was able to relocate its armies, entering Rasea through the path Tereus had sought to exploit. Arriving at the eleventh hour, the Terthans joined the remains of the Rasean army in the Battle of the Towers to repulse Tereus’s forces. Though the war would continue for several years, the Duchy of Rasea had cemented a long-lasting alliance with the Kingdom of Terth, eventually leading to Rasea becoming part of the kingdom a generation later.

Or so the stories went, anyway. Being a member of the lauded line of Eamons, Samuel had a slightly different perspective of events based on stories passed down through the family over the years. The truth was, the king and the duke of the time hadn’t cared much for each other and had silently agreed to stay out of one another’s way. It was only when the duke had refused the brother of the king that a bond of respect had formed. The king had come personally to Ciriscastre to oversee the efforts to push his brother back, bringing two of his adult sons with him.

Neither of the sons was next in line for the throne at the time, but when a battle took the life of the King’s eldest son later in the war, it was one of the sons that accompanied him who would eventually ascend the throne, and he had become enamored with Rasea. The prince and the son of the duke at the time had become friends, with friendships forming between other young members of the families. The king and the duke never truly came to like one another, but their respect and honor sowed the seeds of the long-lasting friendship that would continue for generations. Even now, the Duke of Rasea was close with the King of Terth. They were one nation, but there was never a sense that the King ruled over Rasea by force but by the willful oath given freely by the Eamons.

It was a story Samuel had heard many times and had been subjected to once again before his father had left to seek an audience with the king. It was why the duke was so convinced that Samuel’s upcoming trial would be a mere formality. The families knew the quality of one another and knew in their hearts that such spurious charges as those leveled against Samuel Eamon, the Earl of Cathil, were false.

It had been a month since Samuel’s return home and the Battle of Cathil, whereupon he had retaken the castle of Ciriscastre from the covert control of the Justicars and Summoner Delsran. The Justicar’s body had not been recovered after the battle, forcing Samuel to conclude that he had managed to escape and melt into the shadows from whence he’d come. But without him, he and his father could not throw him at the feet of the nobles chomping at the bit to hold someone responsible for the Massacre of Eldruna. Samuel had been framed for it and the murder of Summoner Elantrica. This had forced him to go into hiding in the remote parts of the country while he figured out his next move.

Mystuval had forced his hand with their attack on Terth, doing great damage along the border with their coordination, pulling the kingdom into a continent-spanning war that it had tried to stay out of. Unable to keep his identity secret and yearning to protect his home during a time of crisis, Samuel returned to Cathil to reclaim his place and eject the Justicars. Not only had Summoner Delsran been responsible for framing Samuel, but he had also been the one breeding the furosents that had been the cause of the rise of monster attacks across the realm. The only thing the young earl had not been able to uncover was why the summoner had done it.

By all accounts, Delsran was a respected and decorated member of the Justicars and one of the most powerful and prestigious summoners in Terth. In his encounter with Samuel, he revealed himself as the one that had originally summoned his succubus mother to Terth. He had also been the one that orchestrated her death when she went rogue. So much of Samuel’s life was tied up in the machinations of the elven summoner, and yet he still knew so little about who he truly was.

“We’ll figure it out,” Aurora Brandt assured him. The blonde woman had been Samuel’s bully while they were growing up, both of them attending Vulkswain’s School of Summoners. After his proving and the unusual circumstances surrounding it, he had been sent to Eldruna with her as his escort. It had been over the course of that journey that the two had come to put the past animosity to bed and grow friendlier with each other, eventually becoming romantic.

“I know,” Samuel muttered. “It’s just hard not to think about it sometimes.”

“Well, you’ve done pretty well not thinking about it so far,” Aurora laughed a little, placing a hand on his arm. “Why break your streak now?”

Aurora was referring to the pace he had been keeping for the last month, settling in with his duties as the Earl of Cathil. Between the subject of Delsran and the myriad related topics, he’d engaged in self-imposed tunnel vision to keep from being paralyzed by the existential dread that came with the unanswered questions swirling in his mind. His trial was coming soon, and though his father was confident that it would amount to little more than a weekend trip to the capital, he couldn’t help but have a sense of panic as it approached.

“Guess I’ll have to find more to do,” Samuel joked in response. The door to his study opened behind them, causing them both to turn and take notice.

“M’lord,” Wilson, Samuel’s middle-aged valet, acknowledged him respectfully upon entry. “Captain Sullivan has arrived and awaits you in the drawing room whenever you are ready.”

“Ah!” Samuel exclaimed, a wave of genuine joy and relief banishing the dark thoughts from his mind. “Excellent! Thank you, Wilson. Inform him I’ll be along in just a moment.”

“Very good, m’lord,” Wilson replied before excusing himself.

“He knows he doesn’t have to address you like that, right?” Aurora asked uneasily. Not of noble birth, the woman had grown up in very different circumstances than Samuel had. It had been one of the main things she had bullied him about in their youth. Though she’d warmed to the surroundings and the protocol that came with them, seeing Wilson behave in such a way often made her uncomfortable.

“I’ve told him several times,” Samuel replied, adjusting his appearance in the mirror. He’d been working in his study since daybreak and hadn’t realized how disheveled he had become in that time. “He said that he wishes to set an example for the rest of the staff, but I think it has more to do with his personal comfort. He’s a creature of habit, in that way.”

Aurora nodded slowly, stepping closer to Samuel to help him smooth out some of the wrinkles in his clothing. Wilson had been instrumental in their return to Ciriscastre Castle, coming out of military retirement briefly despite the nagging injury to his leg he had suffered the last time he had served. Because of that, the young woman had trouble seeing him as anything but her equal. Samuel was inclined to feel the same, having had the valet at his side for most of his life.

“If it’s what he wants, I suppose there’s no harm in it,” Aurora agreed apprehensively. “Just promise me the arrangements will be set in motion after the trial?”

Samuel felt a pang of dread at the mere mention of the trial but gave her a reassuring nod. “Of course, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Do you want me to finish up with this?” Aurora asked, motioning to the mountain of paperwork still awaiting his review on the table. “I can give you the summary later.”

Samuel glanced between her and the desk ambivalently. He didn’t like offloading any of his responsibilities onto her, but the discussion had come up several times over the last month. Things between them were becoming very serious, and it looked increasingly likely that marriage would be in their future if everything worked out. The responsibilities he viewed as solely his own would eventually become hers. Learning them ahead of time was only practical.

“I won’t screw it up,” she pressed, sensing his hesitation. “Most of it is just procedural paint-by-numbers kind of stuff anyway.”

Samuel heaved a sigh and nodded. “You’re right. Forgive me; it’s just the stress getting to me, I suppose.”

Aurora answered him with a bright smile before pulling him close and planting a tender kiss on his lips. “I know. Don’t keep Sullivan waiting. I’ll see you soon.”

Samuel’s concern took a backseat as he left the study, arriving in the drawing room a few minutes later. As he entered, the captain turned to face him from his position by the bay windows to offer him a crisp salute. “Lord Eamon.”

“Captain,” Samuel responded, waving off the salute as he approached the man for a handshake. Captain Sullivan had been the commanding officer of the forces at Bredon when it had been attacked by Mystuval. Together they had made the difficult position to evacuate everyone and pull out due to the incredible losses that had been suffered. “How was your trip?”

“Not too bad,” the captain responded more casually. “Better than most train rides I’ve been on, anyway.”

“First class will do that,” Samuel laughed, making his way across the room to the small table of refreshments set out. He poured himself a glass of lemonade before looking back at the captain. “Lemonade?”

“I’d love some, thank you,” Sullivan said gratefully. Samuel poured a second glass and handed it off to the man before opening the glass doors to step out onto the veranda. Both took a moment to savor the cool breeze coming in off the hills, alleviating some of the summer heat that had been so oppressive over the last couple of weeks.

After taking a sip of his lemonade, Samuel turned his attention back to the captain. The man was older than him, though not by quite the same margin as Wilson. Still, the strain of the war had already begun to show itself in him in his thinning hair, which was starting to lose some of its color. “What have you got for me, Sully?”

The captain reached into his coat and handed over an envelope packed with intel on recent troop movements and correspondences with High Summoner Ketan in Millbell. “Lot of the same, unfortunately. But we’re holding on so far. Nearly all the refugees from Bredon have been resettled and are integrating into the community. We’ve dug out the remaining furosents in the area, so monster attacks are declining. We’ve had a few skirmishes with the Mystuvalans, but right now, they’re just poking, feeling us out.”

Samuel nodded, dropping the parcel onto a nearby table. He would look at it later to get specifics. One of the reasons he had Captain Sullivan report directly to him in person was the man’s ability to boil down a large amount of information into more digestible portions, with priorities that mostly aligned with Samuel’s. It also helped prevent any information from getting intercepted by the Mystuvalans or the Justicars. “Any word from Ylvesnia?”

“Not since she left,” Sullivan replied, sipping his lemonade. “We knew that getting word from her once she returned home to look into Delsran would be difficult, but it still makes me nervous.”

“Me too,” Samuel agreed. “But she’s been slinking across borders longer than we’ve been alive. We just have to trust that she knows what she’s doing. Did she and Ketan speak before she left?”

Sullivan cocked his head to one side and offered a vague shrug. “You could call it that. It was loud, though.”

“I was afraid of that,” Samuel chuckled. The two elves didn’t agree on the politics of their people, but the news that an accomplished hero like Delsran had been behind much of what they’d been grappling with was just fuel to the fire.

Sullivan took a long silent drink from his glass, savoring the cold liquid in the heat. Samuel did the same, letting the silence linger uninterrupted for a time.

“Things are looking pretty good here,” Sullivan commented at last. “I haven’t been out this way since I was fifteen…for the cherry festival, actually.”

“I didn’t know you’d ever visited,” Samuel remarked with interest. The entire region was known for the festivities of the cherry festival, but Cathil was often considered the center of it all. Considering the groves of cherry trees spanning the countryside outside of town, it was no wonder.

“I was sweet on a girl back then,” Sullivan recalled with a smirk. “Saved up for months to get the coin I needed for the trip and stayed for about a week. One of the best times of my life.”

“What about the girl?” Samuel asked curiously. “Anything come of that?”

Sullivan stared into the distance with a faint wistful smile. “Nah. It was good while it lasted, but she was pretty against getting involved with a guy entering into military service. Said it did a number on her mother when her father was killed in action, so…”

Samuel offered a silent nod in reply. The distant look in the captain’s eyes told him that he was likely reliving that blissful week over the course of a few moments. Sullivan smirked before snapping back to the present. “Heard she married a doctor or something.”

“Well, seeing as we’re on the subject,” Samuel began, deciding it was as good an opening as any. “Once things have settled down a little, I was going to request your transfer here. Assuming, that is, you’re not opposed.”

“Here?” Captain Sullivan’s brows furrowed in confusion. “You don’t think I should stay in Millbell?”

“Well, I’ve been doing some research,” Samuel explained. “And it turns out that it’s actually a good idea to rotate people away from the front for various reasons. We’re not too far away here, and it would give you some time to recover a little while giving my men the benefit of your experience with their training.”

Sullivan’s head bobbed from side to side, considering the proposal. “You think your men will need it here? Mystuval’s still lingering at the border.”

Samuel shrugged. “I can’t afford to assume. I have to ensure they’re prepared for anything.”

The captain took a drink of his lemonade as the silence set back in. As the man marinated on the idea, Samuel decided to keep the matter of the duchy’s history on standby. The same route that the False King had sought to exploit so long ago was still valuable to any marching army today. Cathil hadn’t seen any serious violence in recent years outside of the Justicars, but Samuel had to believe that there were people in Mystuval who had the duchy on their list of options for striking at the heart of Terth.

“Yeah, alright,” Sullivan agreed abruptly. “Once you get everything settled with the crown, put the paperwork in, and I’ll come down.”

“Thank you,” Samuel said, breathing a sigh of relief. “I’ve already managed to secure Ivanna’s services here. Having as many people present that I’ve personally worked with helps set my mind at ease.”

“How’s everyone been settling in?” Sullivan asked, finishing his lemonade and setting the glass on the table. “You adjusting alright?”

“It was a little rough at first,” Samuel admitted. “I was trained for my duties from a young age but going from my life in Millbell back to here nearly gave me whiplash. But Aurora’s been a big help, and having the girls out to lend a hand has been wonderful.”

“Your people alright with all the flesh the succubi flash around?” Sullivan chuckled. Samuel couldn’t help but smile as well. Each and every one of Samuel’s summons was a different kind of succubus. Due to a quirk in his physiology as being half succubus himself, it was beyond his control. Each of them was obsessed with him and required regular feedings through sexual encounters with him to keep up their strength. Aurora had taken a little time to get on board with the situation but had recently grabbed the reins to oversee the group dynamic for herself. He still didn’t know what had come over her to take such an assertive position, but it had been a game changer among the many sex-starved women under his control.

“Eh, some of them are still getting used to it,” Samuel admitted truthfully. Most of the locals had adapted to the creatures in light of their contribution in the Battle of Cathil, but some still didn’t care much for the sexual air of the women in town. Samuel had managed to get many succubi to adopt more conservative clothing in public, with the concession that they could go as nude as they liked while within the castle walls and in certain areas of the grounds around it. The fact that the succubi were devoted to him and not trying to extract sexual energy from the townspeople also went a long way.

“I bet,” Sullivan agreed. “But it looks like rebuilding is just about finished. The town looked like it was bustling when I came through, so that’s good.”

Samuel nodded, a shadow of doubt looming in his mind as his thoughts wandered toward the oncoming trial.

“Hey,” Sullivan interrupted before he could get too far into his brooding, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t do that. You’ll kill yourself stressing over what could be or what might have been. Focus on what’s right in front of you and the people here. I’ve got a bunch of refugees back in Millbell who owe you their lives, alright? No matter what the papers print or what people might say, I know the quality of your character, and so does everyone else who’s taken the time to know you.”

Samuel nodded, latching onto the captain’s words like a flotation device in dark waters. “Thank you, that means a lot coming from you.”

“I know,” Sullivan remarked wryly. “That’s why I said it.”

“Tsh,” Samuel scoffed with amusement. “You’re starting to sound like my wi— er, like Aurora.”

“Well, I’m not going to suck your dick if that’s what you’re thinking,” Sullivan laughed. It was one of the more light-hearted exchanges that Samuel had ever had with the man. Perhaps the transfer offer to Cathil had been needed more than he’d realized.

“You know she used to be a nun, right?” Samuel objected.

“Used to be, but not anymore,” Sullivan countered. “Which I think is probably for the best.”

“Yeah,” Samuel agreed, reflecting on the winding path that she had taken. It seemed so long ago that she had been walking around in the habit that all the nuns of the Praetian faith wore. She had been expelled from the church due to her involvement with Samuel, but in the time they’d been in hiding, she had found new ways to explore her faith and deepen her understanding of the goddess. The Norvathians, though regarded as a cult of heretics by Praetians, had provided her with a fulfilling path for her to take. Samuel too, had found it a relief, not just for the incredible lore the Norvathians had shared with her but for the sense of peace and belonging it had given her. “Will you be staying long?”

“Couple of days,” Sullivan confirmed, picking up his glass as he glanced at the pitcher of lemonade. “I’ll have to look at a place to stay if I’m going to be transferred.”

“Nonsense!” Samuel exclaimed with a wave of his hand. “Don’t worry about it. I have more than enough room to put you up here or down in the barracks if you’d like. We almost have the pens where all the furosents were kept cleaned out, too, if that’s more your speed.”

“Ah, My lord thinks himself a comedian now,” Sullivan chortled mockingly as he drained his glass and then poured himself another.


Chapter 2
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“You’ve finished?” Samuel asked, unable to conceal his surprise. “Already?”

Aurora smirked as she patted a satchel that hung from her shoulder with one hand. “Try not to sound so shocked, but yes. Everything has been addressed and is ready to be sent out.”

Samuel had to resist the urge to laugh for fear of being misunderstood. The reaction would be one of relief rather than skepticism. He didn’t feel as though he had been gone that long, and he had been certain when he’d started the paperwork that morning that he would be at it all day. The beautiful blonde that had taken up the work for him while he met with the captain had managed to complete it in a fraction of the time with ease.

“That’s quite impressive,” he admitted, hoping the compliment would better contextualize his previous statement. “Not to mention a bit of welcome news. I suppose we could resume some of our studies with the extra time this afternoon.”

“Perhaps,” Aurora answered, holding up a hand. “I’d like to take a break from reading before I decide. It feels like my eyes are about to roll out of my skull.”

“Fair enough,” Samuel agreed, taking the satchel from her and bringing it out to the balcony. He wanted to dive back into their studies of the Outer Spheres, but he didn’t want to push her. Setting the satchel down on a small table, he moved to open it but hesitated, his hand hovering over the strap for a moment before turning his gaze to a nearby servant standing at the ready.

“Actually, I think I’d just like to send these out as soon as possible,” Samuel concluded, picking the satchel from the table and handing it off to the servant who knew what to do with the contents.

Aurora’s brows furrowed as she glanced between the satchel on its way out the door under the arm of the servant and Samuel looking out over the landscape below. “You’re sure? I thought you wanted to look everything over to make certain it was correct.”

“I’m sure it is,” the young man said over his shoulder. “No need for me to add extra delay to the process when so many people are waiting. If there’s anyone I trust to get it done right the first time, it’s you.”

Aurora joined him out on the balcony, a warm smile spreading across her face. “That’s very sweet of you to say.”

“Well, you know me,” Samuel said with a chuckle. “Always a charmer.”

Aurora let out a single amused laugh. More of a truncated cackle, really. “Oh, yeah. The Earl of Romance.”

“But I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true,” Samuel continued, unable to keep the goofy smitten smile from his face. “I’ve seen enough of your work to know it’ll be done right. I have faith in you.”

Aurora beamed, slipping her hand into his as they leaned against the railing. “I know someone who’s getting laid tonight.”

“Is it you?” Samuel asked with feigned confusion.

The blonde let out another cackle, bumping his hips with hers as she stared out over the landscape before them. Samuel’s gaze remained on her, taking in all her face’s subtle details and contours. Despite the impending adversity that lay ahead of them, she was thriving. She had reclaimed the youthful glow she’d had when they’d first set out for Eldruna together. There had been a change in her recently that he couldn’t define, but whatever it was had been quite the boon for her.

“Why are those trees moving like that?” Aurora asked, nodding vaguely toward the forest beyond the town.

Samuel glanced out toward the forest and shrugged. “Wind?”

“That doesn’t look like wind,” she scoffed, pointing at the trees. He looked again, this time following exactly where she was pointing. To his surprise, the trees moved back and forth as if being pushed aside. The movement followed a distinct path, making it incredibly unlikely to be wind. It reminded him more of what tall grass looked like when an animal moved through it.

“Oh, shit,” Samuel gasped as reality set in. “We need to get down there!”

“What?” Aurora sounded astonished as Samuel pushed himself from the railing and sprinted back inside. She followed close behind him, stunned by his sudden shift in demeanor. As they ran down the upstairs corridor toward the main staircase, the man she knew as Samuel became the Earl of Cathil right before her eyes. Shouting orders as he ran, he instructed servants to send up the alarm and for soldiers to assemble.

Before they reached the gatehouse, two varo were saddled up and waiting for them, enchanted to be swifter and heartier than any Midgardian varo. Nadirah, the ostentatious bird succubus of Samuel’s, had been the one to work the magic. As a result, the varo had vibrant, colorful plumage that wasn’t typically found within the species. Though these two were theirs specifically, most of the varo kept in the stables of Castle Ciriscastre had been enchanted in much the same way. The soldiers garrisoned there were capable of faster mobilizations and response times than others, despite their relative inexperience in war.

“What are we going after?” Aurora asked, looking at Samuel as they shot down the hillside along the main road. Around them, numerous soldiers in varying states of preparedness looked just as apprehensive as she was.

“Something big,” Samuel replied absently, his gaze fixed upon the forest. He had his suspicions of just what it was but hoped very much that he was wrong.

“Like a kindleback?” Aurora guessed. The two had fought one shortly after departing for Eldruna and had come through the encounter relatively unscathed.

Samuel shook his head as the group moved as one onto the left fork of the road, looking like a flock of migrating wild birds as they went. “No, much larger.”

As they approached the forest, a massive sail-like fin could be seen moving between the trees as the beast within continued to forage for food. It was just as Samuel had feared. “It’s a gelidile.”

“Praetia’s mercy!” One of the soldiers exclaimed as the monster crashed through the tree line in their direction, smelling the varo long before it had seen them. The beast resembled any other member of the Crocodylidae family in many respects. Its skull shape was similar, with an elongated snout to access difficult-to-reach places, filled with rows of deadly serrated teeth. It was covered in thick scales that protected it from most mundane blades and polearms that could be brought to bear against it. But it moved upright on its hind legs, with powerful arms that ended in three-digit claws. Along its back was a row of spines covered in skin and frost only a shade or two paler than the rest of its pallid hide. The white eyes of the creature fixed upon the group hungrily as it started toward them at a run.

“Form up!” Samuel commanded as Aurora began a spell beside him. “Tight formation!”

The soldiers eased their varo in closer, getting as close to one another as the creatures would allow. As the gelidile drew nearer, Aurora brandished the rosary around her wrist, holding it high above her head as she channeled her magical will. “Firsel!”

The creature’s mouth opened as the large fin across its back glowed bright blue. A blast of pure cold energy erupted from the gelidile’s maw, spewing forth in a vast spray that could have overtaken the group twice over. As Aurora’s spell flashed into being, the blast of cold was met instead with a blazing shield of flames. Diametrically opposed energies met, crackling and snapping at one another in a struggle for dominance. The gelidile poured on more of the freezing spray while Aurora held fast from the back of her varo. Ectoplasmic goo spattered the terrain around them, some of it glowing blue and some of it a fierce orange-red. Created by the clash of opposition magic, dross was the cast-off refuse and impurities of either source. Samuel noted that Aurora’s magic produced considerably less of the material than the gelidile’s.

“Ready weapons!” Samuel yelled over the cacophony of flame and frost, holding his hand high over his head to ready the signal. As the creature’s frozen spray faltered, the creature stepped back to catch its breath. Aurora released the shield in a flickering burst, granting the soldiers a brief window of opportunity before the gelidile could douse them again.

Samuel brought his hand down quickly in the direction of the massive creature. “Charge!”

Though the creature stood at roughly eighteen feet with a total length of forty-six feet from snout to tail, the soldiers rushed forward, swarming its legs with polearms. It was unlikely to wound the creature in any substantial way, but the constant prodding and harassment gave them the means to corral the beast away from the road and back toward the forest. As the mounted soldiers encircled the creature, shifting and moving in its confused state, they carefully avoided the swiping claws and paddle-like tail it used to lash out at them with.

Knowing that they wouldn’t be able to hold it for long, namely because of the aura of cold that it emitted when agitated, Samuel turned his attention to Aurora. “I think this is a perfect opportunity for a dry run, don’t you?”

“As good a time as any,” Aurora agreed as she slung her leg over the back of the varo and dropped to the ground. “Do you remember the array?”

“Yeah,” Samuel replied as he, too, dismounted. Pulling the supplies quickly from their saddlebags, each of the summoners went to work on drawing the complicated summoning array in the relatively compact dirt of the road. Samuel formed the outer circle while Aurora drew the inner circle. Then, breaking to either side of the inner circle, they hurried about drawing the lines, symbols, and sigils required for the advanced summoning they had created together.

Cooperative casting wasn’t a novel concept in itself, but it wasn’t easy to perform, even for experienced magic users. It was typically restricted to ritual casting, allowing every contributing member of the spell to sync their incantations and power correctly. Samuel and Aurora, as it turned out, were both students of the same obscure form of array configuration and had spent a great deal of time studying each other’s work. With a bit of practice and the magical link between them, the pair had mastered a few cooperative casting methods in a remarkably short time.

Samuel finished with his last sigil and stepped outside the circle, turning his attention to Aurora at its center. “Ready?”

“No,” Aurora laughed nervously. “But let’s do it anyway.”

Samuel nodded, producing the spear that served as his casting implement. Aurora held her rosary at the ready, patiently awaiting the first stage of the casting. Samuel drowned out the sound of the soldiers shouting and the roar of the gelidile, focusing only on the circulation of the magic drawn from the power of the Outer Spheres. He charged the outer circle, watching Aurora carefully as he did. She was the primary caster, which made him responsible for all supporting functions, including whether or not she was about to be overwhelmed by the spell. Everything appeared in order, so he gave her the go-ahead with a silent nod. He counted down from three in his head before joining her in speaking the spell into being.

“Sumafrita!” They cried as one, reaching beyond the bounds of the physical world of Midgardia and calling down the power of the inferno itself. The clouds above parted as a flaming entity erupted from a brief rift in space. Encased in a sheath of intense heat, the summoned outsider hit the ground heavily, scorching everything around it for several feet in an instant.

The powerful yet feminine form of a female ifrit rose from the billowing smoke, squaring her shoulders as she adjusted to her surroundings. The link between summoner and outsider, usually only a two-way connection, manifested sharply in a three-pointed connection best described as a ‘Y.’ Samuel and Aurora could sense and influence the ifrit as one but were not connected to one another through the spell. Their link was kept separate, existing in a perpetually relaxed state independent of any spellcasting.

“Commendable summoning, master. Mistress,” the creature acknowledged respectfully. “I expect the next will be an even smoother transition.”

“We’ll certainly try,” Aurora replied, taking a deep breath. Something about summoning Irun always left their mouths incredibly dry. “We have a gelidile problem.”

Irun turned to look at the rampaging creature as it tried to snap up soldier after soldier. The speed and maneuverability of the enchanted varo were keeping them one step ahead. Still, as the cold began to freeze the earth beneath their feet, it was becoming increasingly difficult to do so. The ifrit stood at just under ten feet tall, not including her majestic horns, making the impressive height of the gelidile less intimidating than it was for the humans but far from trivial.

“Very well,” Irun acknowledged, stretching her dark skin as the flames that served as her hair billowed out behind her. “Collateral?”

“As little as possible,” Samuel interjected. “I’d prefer if we didn’t burn the whole damn forest down.”

“Pity,” Irun frowned. “I should have liked to see that.”

With Aurora as the lead summoner, much of the input for battle would come from her. It was also why the outsider had not taken the form of a succubus like all of Samuel’s other summonings did. But they had learned from Irun that ifrits were also creatures possessed of wild and unfettered passion, many of which were imbued with the power of lust itself. It had been a whole new gateway for them to pass through in their studies, but one that neither of them could spend much time pondering in the heat of battle.

“Fall back!” Samuel called, not wanting any of them to get roasted when the ifrit joined the fray. Irun’s black skin, like cooling lava, held an alluring luster in the sunlight. It shone brightly as she hunched like a sprinter into a four-point ready position. A moment later, she had crossed the distance between her point of arrival and where the gelidile stood. As the soldiers scattered, the ifrit brought her flaming claws down upon the beast in a fury.

Once the last of the soldiers was clear, Samuel turned his attention to Aurora. “Alright, all good here.”

Aurora nodded her acknowledgment as she directed Irun with short movements of her hands. “Reinforce her aura for me; the gelidile’s is more powerful than I thought it would be.”

Samuel shifted his stance, moving the speartip precisely along the outer circle before resting on a node of the array explicitly dedicated to adjusting the fiery aura Irun possessed. He turned the spear, dialing the heat up slightly. The mane of fire billowing out from behind Irun intensified, growing hotter and brighter.

“That’s good,” Aurora said, holding her hand over the node before her. The rosary around her wrist glowed brightly. “Go ahead and give it to him, Irun.”

The ground shook as the gelidile came about on the ifrit, snapping at her with its powerful jaws. Irun caught the jaws in her hands, holding them open momentarily before the creature began to hose her with the algid spray from within its gullet. The intensity of Irun’s heat faltered only slightly as she was doused, steam mingling with the smoke around her and rising into the air as dross was cast to the ground around them haphazardly. Irun let out a delightedly exhilarated scream as she pushed back against the larger creature. The force of the push caused the gelidile to briefly lose its footing, making it much easier for Irun to twist its head to one side.

Awkwardly unbalanced, the gelidile could do nothing to avoid the scorching claws of the ifrit that raked down along the side of its face. It fell to the ground briefly before getting back to its feet and spinning, the paddle-like tail swinging around at her like a massive club. Irun quickly crouched, spreading her legs out in a way that offered anyone watching a perfect look at her glowing, glistening womanhood as the deadly tail passed only an inch over her head. The thrill of the fight was sexually exciting for Irun, but the sizzling fluid that dripped to the ground from between her legs made any of the soldiers watching second guess their own lurid fantasies of the creature.

As the gelidile’s head came around to face her, Irun rose to meet it with a powerful strike that nearly took it off its feet once more. Several trees had been leveled in its rampage, so the few more that broke under its weight as it stumbled didn’t stand out.

The gelidile met Irun halfway as she pressed her attack, snapping at her face once more with its long mighty jaws. Again, she caught them, but this time, she lifted them over her head as the glow in her eyes intensified. The front claws of the gelidile came down in raking motions, barely missing the ifrit’s perfect breasts, her nipples pierced with burning brass rings.

“Watch the claws,” Aurora murmured, the instructions passing through the link as quickly and easily as if the blonde had spoken right into the ifrit’s ear. “They don’t look like much but have immense tearing strength.”

In response to Aurora’s instruction, Irun snapped out with a long powerful leg at the joint of the gelidile’s arm. The sound of the bone breaking was unmistakable. The larger creature jerked back from the ifrit in pain, the broken arm hanging limply in front of it as it let out an agonized roar. Tempted as Samuel was to move his spear to the node with the kill condition inscribed within it, he restrained himself. It wasn’t his call. It was Aurora’s.

Aurora shifted her attention to another of the nodes and activated it. The flames around Irun’s claws turned white and radiant, empowered by a strange energy from the inferno that Aurora had been experimenting with. “Try that.”

The ifrit hurled a series of three fireballs at the gelidile, two of which struck it directly, exploding into a brilliant blast of flame and blinding light. The third fell short but bounced off the ground to explode along the monster’s underside like the other two. Irun assumed the stance for her most powerful spell, aiming two clawed fingers at the charred gelidile as it staggered from one side to the other. But before she could issue the coup de grace, the massive creature fell forward in a heap, shaking the earth beneath them. The intensity of the previous three blasts had been too much, and the monster had succumbed to its wounds.

“Hmmpf,” Irun grunted, holding the powerful magic in her fingers for a moment longer, hoping the gelidile might get up one more time so she could put it down. It remained motionless, forcing her to abandon the spell she’d wanted to use. “Pity. I had hoped for more of a fight from this one.”

“Maybe next time,” Samuel muttered, taking in the destruction along the road and the forest’s edge. Stepping away from the circle, he turned back to the soldiers who had regrouped behind them.

“What the bloody hell is that?” One of the awestruck men asked Samuel. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“She’s an ifrit,” Samuel answered casually. “A rather powerful one at that.”

Only a couple of the soldiers’ gazes shifted to look at the Earl. “But she can talk.”

“I suspect most of them can in their home spheres,” Samuel remarked. “Are any of you hurt?”

The commanding officer finally tore his attention from Irun to glance around. “Minor scrapes and bruises, m’lord. Perhaps a bit of frostbite, but nothing serious.”

“Good,” Samuel clapped his hands together. “Let’s return to Ciriscastre and dispatch work crews to collect the lumber and meat.”

“M-meat, m’lord?” The commanding officer stammered, his gaze drifting past the alluring creature of flame to the corpse of the immense reptile.

Samuel shrugged playfully. “Waste not, want not, right?”


Chapter 3
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“Idon’t understand,” Aurora sighed, slumping into the overstuffed chair with a frown. “After relocating all the furosents, shouldn’t the monster attacks here have tapered off?”

Samuel handed the last of the report to the guard to have it delivered to the acting captain, turning his attention to Aurora as the man left the drawing room. “This wasn’t like the other monster incursions. Gelidiles have a tendency to do this during particularly hot summers.”

“Why?” Aurora asked as she shifted her weight from one side of the chair to the other.

“Not entirely sure,” Samuel admitted with a slight shrug. “I just remember my father mentioning it when I was a kid. When it’s hot out, they emerge from the sea and make trouble.”

“It’s the water m’lord,” Wilson added from the other side of the room, where he gathered up their discarded gear from the fight.

“Wilson?” Samuel responded, his curiosity piqued.

The valet looked between the two summoners, always seeming surprised when the educated mages wanted to hear what he had to say on a topic. Turning to face them, the older man cleared his throat. “The water, m’lord. They’re susceptible to the temperature of it. If it gets too warm for them along the coast, they come inland to find other bodies of water; lakes, ponds, and the like.”

Aurora sat up slightly, sharing in Samuel’s curiosity. “Do they nest there?”

“On the coast?” Wilson clarified before continuing. “Yes, typically in lagoons and other areas where the water remains more still. They treat anywhere they happen to be as a hunting ground, but they need the more shallow water for nests. They keep them cold with their breath.”

“Ahh,” Samuel laughed. “Alright, it’s starting to make more sense now.”

“When I was about your age,” Wilson added, “we had one of the hottest summers on record. The gelidiles came up in packs. We had to mobilize the army to repel them properly. There were several casualties, and crops were ruined.”

“So this isn’t because of the furosents,” Aurora summarized. “Just weather-related.”

“Indeed, m’lady,” Wilson agreed as he placed the last of their gear onto a trolley. “Will that be all?”

Samuel nodded his thanks and opened the door for the valet. “Yes. Thank you, Wilson.”

Once the door closed behind the older man, Aurora sprang to her feet. “How long has he been doing that?”

“Doing what?” Samuel asked, his face scrunching up slightly in bewilderment.

“Calling me ‘m’lady’ like that,” she responded, her eyes fixed on the door as if she could still see the man pushing the trolley down the corridor outside.

Samuel laughed briefly, taking her hand gently to reassure her. She’d spent so much of her youth mocking him for his position and privilege that living it was a surreal experience. “It’s a sign of respect.”

“I know,” the blonde replied, chewing her lip slightly. “Still, it’s a little strange. I don’t actually hold a rank that necessitates that sort of thing.”

“That’s what I mean,” Samuel clarified, offering her hand another gentle squeeze. “It’s a choice he’s made rather than adherence to protocol.”

“If you say so,” Aurora responded doubtfully.

Before Samuel could do anything further to reassure her, the door came open abruptly. Both summoners turned their heads to see a tall platinum-blonde woman in a nurse’s uniform emerge from the corridor outside. “Ah, there you two are. I’ve been looking all over.”

Like Sullivan, the nurse was another person Samuel had poached after the Battle of Bredon. She had been working as a nurse in the hospital there when Mystuval attacked and was folded into the ramshackle army unit there for supplemental medical assistance. With Bredon now effectively leveled, she had returned home to Cathil, where she had grown up and apprenticed under a local healer. Aurora had been very keen on bringing her in as the dedicated healer for the castle despite holding only a nurse’s license. Not that Samuel doubted her abilities, but it made for an unconventional appointment for a castle.

“We’re quite alright,” Samuel assured her, holding up one hand. “For once, everything went as smoothly as I could have hoped for.”

“Be that as it may,” Ivanna remarked, breezing past the two to set her kit on the table nearby. “We have protocols we’re supposed to abide by.”

“Yes, but—” Samuel protested, only to have Aurora place a finger on his lips to silence him.

“She’s right,” Aurora agreed. “We agreed we wouldn’t get sloppy, and we wouldn’t hold ourselves outside of the policies we’re establishing. Yes?”

Samuel sighed, holding his hand up in surrender. Not only was Aurora correct, but he didn’t want to discourage Ivanna from taking every aspect of the process seriously. Provided everything went well for him in the future, he hoped to sponsor her to be licensed as a healer. “Alright, alright. But let’s try to make it quick, hm?”

Ivanna sighed as she shook her head, the white cap atop her head with golden embroidery moving from side to side as she did. In its center was his family crest, matching the badge of office pinned to the front of her cape, signifying her station and rank at a glance. The whole ensemble was dominated by white with gold trim and accents of crimson. There were similarities to the habit Aurora used to wear as a Praetian nun due to the shared origins of the two professions. Nurses and healers had their own traditions outside of the faith, and much of the additional iconography that Ivanna wore was shared with the woman she had apprenticed under, marking her as a nurse of a specific educational lineage.

Despite being clothed in tradition from head to toe, the curves of Ivanna’s body and how she moved cast them in a very different light. No matter what the woman wore, her clothes always seemed too small or tight, as if magically adhering to every part of her perfectly. A uniform designed to make a woman wearing it appear modest and understated only added a layer of taboo to the sinful body Ivanna had. Samuel made no effort to conceal his occasionally wandering eye as the nurse examined him, even with Aurora looking on. Being a Lust Reaper had afforded him certain social allowances that other men may have balked at.

“Mediska,” Ivanna whispered, setting the palm of her hand aglow. She’d not always been a magic user, but becoming a healer required her to know more advanced medical techniques. Ivanna ran her hand up and down along Aurora’s body, hovering only an inch from making physical contact.

“You’re getting much better at that,” Aurora complimented with an approving gleam in her eye. She had been the one to teach her a great deal of healing magic since Ivanna’s former teacher was advancing in years rapidly. “How is the alchemy coming?”

Keeping most of her focus on Aurora as she moved the diagnostic spell over her, Ivanna offered only a tiny shrug. “Better than the magic, I think. It comes to me more naturally from my prior training.”

“It looks like you’ve got a pretty good handle on it so far,” Samuel commented as she shifted her magical attention to him. “Considering how new it is to you, you’ve done rather well.”

Aurora’s chest puffed out, taking the compliment partly for herself as the woman’s tutor. Ivanna’s examination of Samuel took a little longer, offering him a more extended look at her soft curves as they strained against the fabric of her uniform. Eventually, even he found his leering on the excessive side and averted his gaze, only to see Aurora nodding unsubtly toward Ivanna. His face grew a little hotter at the idea of the woman he was courting encouraging him to make some kind of move on the alluring nurse.

Samuel wasn’t sure what had gotten into her lately. She’d thrown herself well and truly into accommodating his unorthodox magical practices. Though she benefitted through the link of power they shared, it never seemed like it was a self-serving endeavor on her part. With Ivanna, it felt different, though he couldn’t say why. She and Aurora had worked together in Bredon, and shortly after, there had been tension between them that had simply evaporated. It didn’t make any sense to him.

“Well, it’s as you said,” Ivanna said, standing upright again. The glow in her palm slowly faded from view. “Not a thing wrong with you.”

“Probably best to save your efforts for the soldiers that were there,” Samuel chuckled, thinking back on the harassment they had offered the gelidile to buy him and Aurora time for the summoning.

Ivanna waved a hand, closing the bag she hadn’t needed to pull anything from. “I’ve seen to them already. You two were the last that needed to be cleared.”

“Anything serious?” Samuel asked, ignoring the waving of Aurora’s hands behind Ivanna. She was attempting to signal something to him.

Ivanna shook her head. “Minor injuries. Nothing I couldn’t handle, as it turns out. I wrote it all up in my report.”

As the nurse stepped away, Aurora came back into view. Frustrated, the blonde’s eyes bugged out of her head with an accusatory glare. It had become pretty obvious that Samuel was ignoring her at this point. At least, he was trying to.

“Ivanna,” Aurora chirped. “When will you be off duty for the day?”

Samuel glared at her briefly before Ivanna turned to face them again. The platinum-blonde brushed an errant lock of hair from her face with a smile. “Actually, you’re my last stop for the day too. I’m all done. Why do you ask?”

Aurora stepped between Samuel and Ivanna to keep him from sending her away, the smile on her face growing. “Well, I’ve told you all about the practical application of spells and becoming accustomed to using them in situations that suit their purpose, right?”

The nurse’s brow arched slightly as she glanced between them. “Yes, why?”

“Samuel has some magic of his own he has to practice,” Aurora answered. “Because of the link between us, results become skewed very quickly. We need a willing participant of which there is no link to test the magic properly.”

Ivanna’s eyes twinkled with a look Samuel hadn’t seen in them for a long time. She seemed to understand where Aurora was going with this, though he couldn’t imagine how she would. “Is this a Lust Reaper thing?”

Samuel blushed, exchanging looks with Aurora. She wasn’t fabricating the story entirely, but she was putting it to use in an unexpected way. They had discussed the problem of testing spells only on her, the way their tutor Ylvesnia had initially taught them. The link they shared had been instrumental in him learning what he had so quickly, but now that he needed to advance his standard spellcasting, they found that the link could be a liability sometimes. Spells designed to compel others, for example, could be much easier to pull off on Aurora if she was receptive toward him, which was often. He also found that delivering spells through the link could happen by accident. It was good for increasing their range substantially but bad for objective tests of what worked on others.

“Yes, it’s a Lust Reaper thing,” Samuel admitted, trying to take a little control of the situation for himself. “Of course, I don’t want to put you in an awkward position, so if you’re not interested—”

“Sounds fun,” Ivanna said happily, setting her bag down again. “What sort of spells were you thinking of?”

Samuel glanced at Aurora suspiciously. Ivanna had agreed awfully quickly, and Aurora had a look that typically meant she was making a conscious effort not to look as though she was up to something. He didn’t know how to describe it, but it was like a mask she donned whenever she was in the midst of some mischief. Resolving to discuss it with her later, he turned his attention back to Ivanna.

“Some basic spells and how they interact with one another when chained,” Samuel finally answered. “But we have to be crystal clear about your consent on the matter. I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings or bad blood. I’ll respect your boundaries, but they may get pushed a little in the interests of testing.”

“Understood,” Ivanna answered, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. Had she even heard what he’d said to her? Aurora tilted her head to the side, silently asking him what he was waiting for.

“Alright, well,” Samuel cleared his throat and raised his hand to focus his magic. Though he would usually use an implement for this sort of thing, going without it was part of the testing process. “Usa.”

The magic took hold immediately, causing Ivanna to give a little squeak of surprise as she jumped slightly. The spell imposed a state of arousal upon her that was instantaneous. As her cheeks flushed and she shifted her weight from one leg to the other, the effects of it were rather obvious.

“That’s…Interesting,” Ivanna admitted with a short laugh.

Aurora stepped back and began to circle Ivanna, looking her over. “How do you feel?”

“Wetter than a glass of water,” the nurse laughed, placing her fingers over her mouth after realizing how crude she sounded. “Er, I mean, very turned on.”

Aurora met Samuel’s gaze before picking a pillow up from the couch nearest her. She gave him a nod to proceed. Samuel breathed and closed his eyes, feeling the arousal rolling off her like a warm mist. There was something different about it than there had been with others, but he was still learning what the individual sensations indicated. He’d theorized that it was a manifestation of an individual’s various and complex turn-ons, whether they were conscious or not, but had not yet managed to codify them.

“Disalok,” Samuel whispered as he wove the second spell upon the aroused nurse. Successfully turning her arousal against her by allowing it to fuel the spell partially, the effect was palpable. The slight movement she had been doing from side to side was arrested, becoming a helpless quivering instead as her gaze remained fixed upon him.

Aurora followed his spell with an overhand throw of the pillow, which was probably harder than it needed to be. The pillow bounced off the side of Ivanna’s head, moving her slightly from the impact. The throw had been well within her field of view, but she hadn’t bothered to move or knock it aside. Indeed, even as she stumbled a step to the side, her gaze never left Samuel.

“Wow!” Aurora exclaimed, picking up another pillow to throw, stopping only when Samuel motioned toward her with one hand. With a silent effort of will, Samuel allowed his grip on the spell to ease so she could regain her balance. The nurse briefly shot Aurora an indignant look before looking back at Samuel.

“What was the purpose of that?” Ivanna huffed.

Samuel smiled sheepishly. “Many of the combat applications of my style of magic aren’t quite clear, so testing is needed. It would appear that the spell I used can supersede your reflexes or defensive instinct. At least, to a point. We’re not about to test with real weapons.”

“I guess I should be thankful,” the nurse scoffed. Now that she knew the test’s purpose, though, she seemed considerably less irritated by it. She had seen enough war in Bredon to appreciate non-lethal methods of disabling a combatant when possible.

“Alright, now something a little more racy,” Samuel cautioned. Getting no objection from Ivanna, he continued with the next spell, dropping the second one entirely. “Nadesi.”

Under the spell’s influence, she began to disrobe. Without fully realizing what she was doing, Ivanna’s hands went up to unclasp her cape. With it cast off, they worked at the rest of her clothing of their own accord while the woman’s face displayed confusion.

“Are you alright?” Samuel asked, concerned.

“Yeah, I’m just really hot all of a sudden,” Ivanna responded, continuing to pull her clothes off, revealing the pristine white lace of the lingerie she wore beneath. “Is that what the spell is supposed to do?”

Samuel’s eyes flicked toward Aurora, who only offered him a shrug. Experiencing elevated temperature had not been in the description of the original spell, nor had Samuel tweaked it to do as much. It had to be a reaction between the initial spell for her arousal and this one. Ivanna only realized as she cast her long skirt aside that she was undressing.

“Oh!” the nurse exclaimed toward the skirt before looking quickly between the two summoners. Even as she looked to them for answers, her hands continued their quest and unfastened her bra. The mounds of soft flesh straining against the lace came spilling forth in all their glory. Her areolas were just as pink as Aurora’s were, though much more prominent due to the considerable size difference. Her nipples couldn’t have been harder if she’d emerged from an ice bath.

“You can stop now,” Aurora said, trying to stifle a laugh as she approached the nurse. “I think we’ve seen enough.”

“I can’t,” Ivanna confessed nervously. “I’m trying, but I can’t. Um…it probably doesn’t help that I don’t actually want to stop. But I really am trying!”

Aurora stopped short, glancing over at Samuel with a quirked brow and a gleam of mischief in her eyes. “That’s interesting.”

Ivanna slipped her panties off, kicking them hastily to one side as the look of desperation grew on her face. Her neatly manicured pubic hair was nearly as pale as the curtain of silvery moonlight that cascaded down her back as she pulled the cap off.

“Aurora,” Samuel chuckled nervously, preparing to dismiss the spell, though only a garter belt and stockings were left on the woman at that point.

“Well, what about the other spell?” She countered quickly as she began to unbutton her blouse. Ivanna’s eyes went to Aurora, unable to conceal the desire in her eyes and the lust starting to slowly drip down the inside of her thigh.

“What about it?” Samuel asked, staring at the two women in disbelief as Ivanna helped pull Aurora’s blouse open before freeing one of her breasts from her more modestly designed bra. The nurse took the soft flesh into her mouth as if preparing to devour Aurora, who only laughed as she tossed her hair to one side.

“Come on, Sammy. I think we’ve done enough work for one day, don’t you?” Aurora intoned breathily. Ivanna’s lustful gaze turned to Samuel now, allowing Aurora a moment to continue peeling her own clothing off. As compelling as the pair were, Samuel resisted the urge to jump right in. Instead, he focused on the energy coalescing between them, forming what he and Aurora had come to call esera. It already had a name, technically. But Aurora had turned her nose up at the traditional name of quidditas so often that Samuel had begun to refer to it by the name she had given it instead. She reasoned that quidditas only referred to the general quintessence of the Outer Spheres and that the specific energy drawn from Eros should have a specific name all its own. He’d warmed up to the logic of her argument over time.

The esera forming between the women was thick and heady, carrying heavy notes of their unique wants and desires as they mingled with one another and eventually turned in his direction. In his perception, it manifested as a nimbus of warm mist in varying shades of pink and red. It rolled across the floor and wafted through the air toward him, tendrils of it playfully touching the edges of the lust emanating from him. As the two made contact, little crackles of unseen electricity discharged between them, throwing off motes of glimmering light.

As Samuel opened his eyes, he realized he had already begun to make his way toward the waiting arms of the naked women as they writhed against one another in eager anticipation for the masculine energy he would bring.

Deciding to set the academia of it aside for a while, Samuel reached up to his shirt and undid the top button. “Alright, let’s have a little fun, then.”


Chapter 4
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Ivanna let out a surprised moan as Aurora pushed her back onto the plush couch of the drawing room. As the blondes locked lips with one another, Samuel parted Ivanna’s legs and fell to his knees between them. The three had spent only a few moments kissing and fondling one another as the women undressed Samuel before things escalated. While Aurora occupied Ivanna’s mouth, Samuel focused his attention on the warm pink slit drooling between her legs.

It wasn’t the first time that the couple had double-teamed someone, but this had come about much quicker than before. Samuel couldn’t help but absently wonder if it had to do with the link between them, putting them more in sync with each other’s sexual impulses. Whatever it was, they feasted on Ivanna with equal enthusiasm. While Aurora’s tongue danced with the nurse’s, Samuel’s probed the delicate petals of her pussy before venturing deeper. Her lust on his tongue was like refreshing nectar, not just physically but from the revitalizing power of the lust itself.

Ivanna’s body writhed around, desperately trying to find which way was up and which direction to focus her attention. Instead, she was simply caught in the middle as the two summoners went about their carnal feasting. Her hips found a rhythm on their own as Samuel’s tongue led the way, causing the nurse to moan into Aurora’s mouth. Samuel’s tongue alternated between plunging as deep as it could and flicking the swollen nub of her clit. When his lips closed around her sex entirely to briefly suckle on her flesh, Ivanna broke the kiss with Aurora to gasp in ecstasy.

“O-oh, shit,” Ivanna breathed in surprise. “That’s…new.”

“Would you mind reeling in the intensity?” Aurora asked playfully down at Samuel on the floor. “I’m trying to make out with this woman for your viewing pleasure, and you’re interrupting. It’s rude.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Samuel replied, his lips resting gently on the slick pink flesh of Ivanna’s cunt as he spoke. “Sounds to me like the two of you should have gotten a different room.”

“You’re supposed to be testing a spell, aren’t you?” Aurora countered. “Seems like you’re about to go on vacation down there and forget altogether.”

“Hrmf,” Samuel grunted, returning to his oral attentions for Ivanna.

“What spell is it, anyway?” Ivanna asked, her eyes fluttering gently as she struggled to get the words out.

Aurora shook her head with a brief laugh, whispering intimately against the nurse’s lips. “You’ll see. Just give him a moment. He can get a little carried away with this sometimes.”

“I can think of worse things,” Ivanna sighed, her eyes rolling into the back of her head as Samuel suckled gently at her clit again before flicking it vigorously with his tongue.

Aurora massaged the woman’s breasts, savoring the pillowy flesh as she glanced down at Samuel and his increasing vigor. He could sense how impressed she was with how quickly he’d brought Ivanna to the edge of climax. As her hand glided gently down the nurse’s torso, he realized she had caught on to how he intended to test the next spell.

Taking advantage of her assistance, Samuel whispered the spell close to the quivering flesh of Ivanna’s pussy. “Vigaris.”

A shudder of excitement ran through Ivanna as the spell took hold. Originally he had intended to use the spell on himself, fortifying his stamina with magic to service both women simultaneously until they ran out of energy. Instead, he had placed the spell on Ivanna. It was a far better test of the spell’s capabilities. He and Aurora had become accustomed not just to an active sex life but one with multiple partners. Ivanna had not. As far as he knew, it had been a while for her, and she hadn’t ever been with more than one person at a time.

Aurora’s fingers rubbed more quickly at the eager clit of the nurse as Samuel returned to servicing the inner folds of her delicate, pretty, pink pussy. With both of them going at her in such a way, she didn’t last much longer. Her body shuddered with a powerful orgasm as her back arched, and she let out a moan of relieved release, confirming that it had been quite some time for her. Before her eyes had finished rolling into the back of her head, Samuel had repositioned himself to press the swollen head of his thick cock to the slick, waiting entrance of the woman.

Ivanna groaned as he sank into her, holstering himself to the hilt and giving her a moment to adjust to the new occupant within. Ivanna writhed and contorted, relishing the feeling of the thick invader. Aurora’s brows went up as she looked on in approval. “Good start.”

Reaching out to Aurora’s breasts, Ivanna began to pull at the soft flesh, pinching the nipples with every motion of her hand. She clearly needed to get her hands on something, and the blonde was there for the taking.

“Fuck me,” Ivanna pleaded in a whisper to Samuel. “Don’t tease me. Just fuck me as hard as you can.”

More than happy to accommodate her, Samuel moved his hips back, held tight to her spread legs, and bucked forward with a powerful stroke of his cock. More followed in rapid succession, relishing the opportunity to go all out on the nurse instead of scaling his efforts up over time. Samuel wasn’t so naive as to believe himself the greatest lover in the world, but maintaining and feeding a veritable harem of succubi had undoubtedly put him in a different league than most people would ever encounter. Coupled with the added efforts of Aurora as he pounded her pussy relentlessly, it was a singularly standout experience for Ivanna.

Aurora’s face lit up when Samuel gave it everything he had. The nurse’s large breasts moved in long semi-circular motions with the power behind each of his movements. Ivanna’s mouth came off Aurora’s nipple with a wet pop, moaning whorishly into the air of the drawing room, her voice echoing slightly from the walls and vaulted ceiling.

It wasn’t something either Samuel or Aurora were shy about, but neither of them wanted to be interrupted. Not only would it spoil the mood, but it would spoil the experiment. Slinging her leg over the nurse, Aurora straddled her face, pressing her pussy down onto her mouth and muffling her cries.

“Ooo!” Aurora jumped slightly, her eyes lighting up as she looked at Samuel. “She’s diving right in!”

“Perhaps a reaction with the arousal spell?” Samuel speculated between breaths, his pace not slowing in the slightest.

“Has to be,” Aurora agreed with a short nod, biting her lip as she savored the tongue lapping hungrily between her legs. “I just wanted to keep her quiet.”

Samuel chuckled, leaning toward Aurora, meeting her halfway for a kiss. While their tongues moved through the steps of an all too familiar dance, the woman they were fucking twisted and squirmed. Aurora’s fingers moved down Samuel’s chest, causing sparks of excitement to crackle across his skin. She moaned into the kiss, heightening his excitement even further as the heat of desire took them away from the room and into an erotic world of their own creation.

Before Samuel realized it, he could feel the tight inner warmth of Ivanna clenching down around him, desperately seeking to milk him of everything it could. The nurse spasmed and shook, groaning between Aurora’s legs as the blonde riding her face was also brought to climax. Both women formed an ecstatic chorus of delight that Samuel could not resist, feeling the tightness of his libido snap like a band before releasing a torrent of thick seed into the nurse’s eagerly awaiting depths.

“Fill her up,” Aurora gasped, half-delirious with the power of her orgasm. “Give her every drop you have, my love.”

He probably shouldn’t have, considering the risks and what they would represent for both of them, but he couldn’t stop himself, nor could he refuse Aurora when she was like this. Neither of the women had held back, nor would he. The trio froze in a moment of pure bliss as one, letting the mighty waves of orgasm come crashing down upon them like the ocean in a storm.

Only when the nurse had milked him of the last of his seed did Samuel withdraw, having just a moment to savor the sight of the pearlescent jizz leaking from her freshly fucked hole before Aurora fell into a sixty-nine position and went to work cleaning up the mess. “Oh, Sammy, there’s so much.”

Samuel felt himself blush a little, but things were moving too quickly for him to linger in the moment. Ivanna’s hips bucked up at Aurora’s face, a desperate act to satisfy her clit as the blonde licked her clean. The spell that had bestowed sexual stamina onto her was still in full effect, meaning the nurse had little to no refractory period and the energy to satisfy the insatiable lust she was experiencing.

“Give her more,” Aurora gasped, lifting her head and crawling off the woman. Samuel stood as Ivanna sat up, her eyes searching each of them to determine who her next orgasm would come from.

“I could use a little cleaning myself, you know,” Samuel laughed. Without hesitation, Aurora took Ivanna by the back of the head and pushed her forward. The nurse swallowed the cum-soaked erection without difficulty, taking it to the base and moaning around the hot, hard flesh.

“She’s pretty good at that,” Aurora cooed as she carefully watched Ivanna work. “Good throat control. But it’s not all about depth, remember that.”

Ivanna moved back up the shaft to the head, where Aurora instructed her to savor it and make eye contact with Samuel. Both women looking up at him caused another surge of intense desire to move through him. He felt a strange sense of power at that moment, not merely by the devotion of two women before him but through an unusual sense of unfettered freedom that came with it.

Samuel pushed some platinum hair away from Ivanna’s face, providing him an unobstructed view of her beauty as her mouth glided up and down his length. Aurora popped it from her mouth after a few motions and took it for herself, demonstrating a subtle head-tilting technique that she often used that drove him wild. While his knees went weak from their ministrations, trading off with one another as they shared and compared techniques, Samuel noted the swirling nimbus of esera around them. The spell in Ivanna was still holding. Indeed, it was fixed in place more firmly than he had expected with the groundwork he had laid with the spell before it.

“That’s it,” Aurora whispered to Ivanna. “Just like that. Little faster and keep your throat open. You want a belly full of cum, right?”

Ivanna moaned in the affirmative, her mouth’s wet, sloppy heat vibrating subtly in the process. Samuel let out a low moan, savoring the slight vibration as she picked up the pace. It wasn’t so much the speed or even the suction that Aurora had just instructed her on how to hold but the intoxicating power of her desperation to swallow his load that sent him over the edge. Being a Lust Reaper gave him stamina beyond the average man, but cumming a second time so close to the first ought to have resulted in a slightly reduced volume and viscosity. It didn’t this time. Rope after thick, creamy rope shot into her mouth, along her tongue, and down her throat. She swallowed it hungrily as though she were one of his succubi and derived all the same nutrition from it as they did.

“Now, let me show you how to ride him,” Aurora said, pulling Samuel down to the floor without giving him a moment to recover.

“Aurora, I—!” but his protests died on his lips as the platinum blonde moved quickly into position to straddle him. Using one hand to hold his miraculously hard cock in the upright position, Ivanna sank down onto him with the inviting warmth of her snug interior once again.

“Ohh, shit,” Ivanna groaned again, placing her palms on Samuel’s chest with a delightedly cock-drunk look. “It feels bigger this way somehow.”

“Grind it nice and slow first,” Aurora instructed in a warm, nurturing tone, her hands wandering over the woman’s ample breasts one after the other. “Clench it when you pull back, see? See how much he loves that?”

Ivanna nodded drunkenly, savoring the position of power she was in despite the reality of being the couple’s sexual experiment. “That’s fucking hot.”

“When you lean forward,” Aurora continued. “You’ll want to bounce on him hard and fast, but don’t go right to that.”

“Why not?” Ivanna asked, even as she leaned over. Samuel lifted his head to capture the large erect nipple of her left breast to suckle on intensely while his hand joined Aurora’s in massaging firmly at the other.

“O-Ohhh!” Ivanna groaned, twisting at the waist in the hope it would grant him just a little more access. It didn’t really, but the effort kept her from going entirely mad with lust.

“That’s why,” Aurora said with a grin. “You want to give him a little time and room to do what he does best, right? Have you ever had those tits sucked so well before?”

Ivanna shook her head, unable to muster more words as she breathed heavily through her mouth. Her hips ground harder against the man beneath her, taking Aurora’s instruction with the good-spirited intention with which it seemed to be given. Samuel could tell that it was taking a lot of effort on her part not to simply let loose. She enjoyed the slow burn immensely, but the magic suffusing her body and soul was whittling away at her self-control with every passing second.

Samuel pressed her tits together in a technique he had used with a few of the larger-breasted succubi at his disposal, taking both nipples into his mouth at once. He’d found it highly effective and much more stimulating than just going one at a time. Ivanna’s back arched as she let out another moan, seeming to verify his conclusion. She was silenced almost instantly by Aurora kissing her again, but the nurse couldn’t stop her hips from acting on their own.

Like the piston of a train, her hips beat down upon him ravenously. The sound of their sweaty skin and wet sexes coming together and parting filled the room in the absence of the moans Aurora had muffled. Ivanna’s moans came hard and short now as her insides continued to grasp desperately at his erect cock. Unable to resist, she was moving at the fastest pace that she could muster, supporting her weight on his chest as he took long, hard pulls of her nipples with his mouth.

It all came to a grinding halt when her whole body arched backward, pulling the sensitive nipples from his mouth as she let out a silent cry of pure, violent ecstasy. Every muscle of her body seized up as though an electrical current ran through it, the soft flesh of her tits jiggling as she quaked with orgasm. After a long, intense silence that seemed to span into infinity, the nurse came crashing back to Midgardia with a relieved groan.

Panting from the exertion, Ivanna’s breasts rose and fell against Samuel’s chest. Thinking that she had reached her limit, he began to move. A harsh grinding motion of her hips told him otherwise. Surprised, he glanced over at Aurora, who made a silent motion with one hand to keep going. Everything they did from here was more data for them to use.

The three continued in such a way that it rendered the measurement of time relatively useless. Even after they had moved the threesome to Samuel and Aurora’s bedchamber, the hot passion of the evening did not abate. They tried various positions, with the couple exposing Ivanna to a cornucopia of sexual taboos she’d never experienced before. But it was only when they heard the knocking at the chamber door that everything came to a grinding halt.

Samuel pulled himself from Aurora, who he and Ivanna had been vigorously double-teaming, and threw on an evening robe. At the same time, the women hastily covered themselves in the plush bedspread and pillows to hide. He glanced over his shoulder briefly to ensure they were hidden before opening the door a crack. “Hello?”

Samuel’s father, the duke, nearly bowled him over as he pushed into the room. “At last! I’ve been looking all over for you. We need to prepare immediately.”

Blinking a few times in confusion as he resisted the urge to glance at the bed, Samuel tried to position himself in a casual and relaxed way. “Prepare for what? Why are you out of breath, Father?”

His father paused, realizing what Samuel was saying and taking a few steady breaths. “Forgive me. I ran almost all the way here from the carriage house. We have a date to appear in court, but we must leave immediately with all haste.”

What little remained of Samuel’s erection in the presence of his father completely vanished. “Er, why immediately?”

“The date is close at hand, that’s why,” his father answered. “It took a great deal of work to maneuver things for this outcome. I would prefer not to squander it.”

“To move the time up?” Samuel asked incredulously. “Why would we want that?”

The duke laughed as he clapped a hand down on his son’s shoulder. “Because, my boy, it gives our adversaries less time to prepare.”

“But it also gives me less time to prepare,” Samuel countered. “Preparation is sort of what I’m best at.”

The duke stepped away from Samuel with a dismissive wave of his hand. “When engaging an adversary, you must always remember that victory often goes to the one willing to act first and move decisively. Planning has its time and place, but it is only part of true preparation. We must strike while the iron is hot.”

Samuel took a deep breath and nodded. “Alright, fair enough.”

“Excellent,” the duke laughed confidently. “We’ll be taking the train back, so I urge you and the women in your bed to pack lightly.”

Samuel’s face grew suddenly hot. His father hadn’t even looked at the bed the entire time he’d been in the room, yet he’d easily picked them both out. His father followed his gaze to the bed only now before speaking again. “Did you hear me, Aurora? Pack light.”

It seemed like Aurora wouldn’t answer for a second, but she finally muttered from under the blanket. “Yes, Your Grace.”

“Excellent! I’ll see you downstairs in twenty minutes,” the duke said, reaching for the door. Throwing it open, he took a step into the hall before pausing thoughtfully.

“On second thought,” he said apologetically, glancing at Samuel and then at the bed. “I’ll give you another fifteen to wrap things up. But make it quick, my boy. We have business to attend to.”

“Y-yes, father,” Samuel replied, the fiery blush of his face spreading to the tips of his ears. He couldn’t remember a time that the duke had embarrassed him more than that moment. How would he ever get it up fast enough to jump back in bed with Aurora and Ivanna? “We’ll be down soon.”

After closing the door behind him, the duke left them in silence, his footsteps fading down the hall until Samuel could no longer hear him. A low snickering started from under the blankets before Aurora threw them off entirely. Ivanna, holding her hand over her mouth so as not to join in on her laughter, was blushing nearly as badly as Samuel was.

“Is he going to be mad when he finds out who the other woman was?” Ivanna wondered.

Samuel shook his head, heaving a relieved sigh that neither was cross with his father’s sudden appearance. “No, I doubt it. But a lot of this is new to me. This whole interaction was new to me.”

Aurora continued to laugh, waving her hand in front of her face, desperately trying to calm down. “I can’t believe the duke just walked in on me having sex with his son.”

Her amusement was infectious, leading Samuel to chuckle as well. “I could probably have done without the experience.”

Ivanna kicked the remainder of the blankets off before spreading her legs. “We can joke about it later. He said he would only float us fifteen minutes, so let’s get to it.”


Chapter 5
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The ride to Caergleva was much smoother than the last time Samuel had traveled by train. Though his father had previously been against using trains to move anything but cargo, the train to Terth’s capital was the exception to the rule. Samuel could see why. The accommodations, even for those seated in coach, were generous. The first-class car, with its private compartments, was even more luxurious.

Samuel stared out the window, watching the world fly by as the train sped down a straightaway that brought them out of the Duchy of Rasea. He felt he should have been engaged with something to prepare for the coming trial, but his father had assured him multiple times that things were well in hand and all he required was punctuality. He wished it had been possible to receive advanced notice of the trip so that his romp with Aurora and Ivanna wouldn’t have been quite as drawn out. He had the means to feed off the sexual energy generated by such carnal acts, but that meant his partners were now exhausted. Both slept in their seats to pass the time.

A knock came at the compartment door, pulling his attention from the window. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and the food service had already gone by.

“Come in,” his father said without looking up from the book he was reading.

The door came open slowly, and a middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair combed to one side stepped inside. He was immaculately groomed with an expensive suit and a red silk cravat. He carried a satchel in one hand, which he set down by the door for a moment to offer the duke a respectful bow.

“Ah, you made it after all,” the duke remarked happily. “Son, this is Art Kressler. He will represent us in court and provide us with legal counsel.”

“Counsel?” Samuel asked, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “Didn’t you say everything was already in place?”

Kressler held a hand up to take the question. “Whatever arrangements are made between solicitors and nobles behind the scenes must still be presented to the court and potentially argued by a barrister. I will be handling such matters for you.”

Samuel nodded slowly, though the troubled expression on his face told both men that he wasn’t entirely satisfied with the answer. Kressler smiled, placing his hand in his pocket, his posture becoming more relaxed. “Not to worry, my lord. I have things well in hand. I’ve been doing this for quite some time, and my firm has represented your father’s interests on many occasions. Just think of it as adherence to protocol.”

Looking over at his father, he could see that both men were waiting patiently for him to make up his mind before pressing on. Samuel looked back at the barrister and sighed. “Alright, what can we do for you, Mr. Kressler?”

Picking up his satchel again, the barrister sat in the large, comfortable seat next to the duke. “I’ve reviewed your account of events, and your father has provided me with various statements from Ciriscastre regarding everything that transpired there, so we’re in good shape there. But I wanted to alter our strategy in light of your family’s relationship to the throne.”

“What strategy would that be?” Samuel inquired, lifting a brow. Nearby, Aurora began to stir at the sound of a voice she didn’t recognize. Ivanna remained fast asleep, dead to the world.

“In the royal court, nobles accused of crimes have their cases heard by the peerage: members of the gentry of your rank and higher. After hearing both sides and examining the evidence provided, they’re the ones to render the verdict with the king sitting in on the proceedings to ensure protocol is observed,” Kressler explained.

“I’m vaguely aware of how the process works,” Samuel admitted, having only a passive knowledge of how the law functioned for someone of his station from the discussions with his father.

Kressler leaned forward and waved a hand. “For us, I intend to file a motion to make our case directly to the king.”

The duke sat up straighter, his expression concerned. “That’s a bold move, Kressler.”

Glancing at the duke, the barrister held his hands up in a gesture to calm things down before anyone got worked up. Aurora had awakened and was paying rapt attention to the conversation. After all, he was representing her too. “I know it’s a gamble, but I think it will work to our advantage in this specific instance.”

“Why is it a gamble?” Samuel pressed, his frown deepening.

“Cases presented directly to the king are subject to his judgment alone. There is no process for appeal or recourse that can be taken if the verdict doesn’t go your way,” Kressler clarified. Though Samuel saw how that would be quite the risk, the counselor seemed unbothered.

“Your families have a long history with one another,” Kressler continued as he leaned back into his seat calmly. “The loyalty runs deep, going back generations.”

Samuel’s father frowned in a way that echoed Samuel’s, shaking his head. “No, it will create the appearance of nepotism and impropriety.”

“So?” Aurora said suddenly, earning a look of admonishment from the duke.

Taking a patient breath to steady himself, Samuel’s father continued. “What good does it do to absolve the two of you in court only to have you condemned in the court of public opinion?”

“With respect, Your Grace,” Kressler interjected. “I believe you are underestimating the impact these two have had on the people. They’ve shown a willingness to fight for our countrymen against foreign invasion in the Battle of Bredon and against corruption at the Battle of Ciriscastre. They’re popular right now. Presenting our case directly to the king will capitalize on that as much as your personal relationship to the throne, if not more so.”

“It feels unethical,” the duke objected weakly before looking to Samuel. “What do you think, son?”

“I think Mr. Kressler is right,” Samuel replied, offering the man a respectful nod. “Presenting the case feels like the correct strategy, especially considering how much faster it will be. We can’t afford to get bogged down in bureaucracy when our people require our strength to protect them.”

“Not to mention there is a fair chance that someone sitting on that jury could be part of whatever the rogue Justicars were up to,” Aurora pointed out. “The less of them there are to muddy the waters, the better.”

“If I weren’t confident this was the best course of action, I wouldn’t have suggested it,” Kressler commented sincerely. “The people want to know that they are protected. They want to know that their interests come before the personal grievances of nobles. A swift turnaround on this to get Samuel back into the field will show them that.”

The duke rubbed his chin slowly as his eyes moved between the three of them. After a quiet moment of contemplation, a smile slowly spread across his face. “Very well. It seems I am in the minority on the matter. You two have done well to protect those under your care, so I will continue to trust in your judgment.”

“Thank you, Father,” Samuel said with a grin before correcting himself. “Er, Your Grace.”

The rest of their trip consisted of paperwork and double-checking what they would present to the king. Samuel was impressed with the mountain of statements and eyewitness accounts that the barrister had collected in support of him and Aurora. Much of it had been unknown to him until that period of review on the train. By the time they neared the station in Caergleva, Samuel’s confidence had begun to soar. But as the platform came into view and he saw the massive crowd waiting for his arrival, the knot of anxiety in his gut returned.

“The fuck is this?” Aurora grumbled, looking over the surging crowd of people awaiting their arrival. Many of them held signs with messages ranging from support for the earl to the condemnation of the blasphemous harlot Aurora.

“Someone must have tipped them off that we’d be arriving on this train,” Kressler groaned as he rose from his seat. “I’ll see what I can do to stem the tide.”

Samuel and Aurora’s eyes turned apprehensively to the duke as the man stepped out of the compartment. Neither of them knew what to do amid a frenzy like this. The duke rose slowly, taking his time to smooth out his clothes and gather his things, much more at ease with the kind of scrutiny that lay ahead of them. “Stay close to me.”

Emerging from the train and into the throng assembled on the platform, Samuel was struck by the heat and the smell first. The innumerable bodies pressed together in the crowd mixed with the smoke, metal, and brick of their surroundings as they baked together in the sun. The sour tang of sweat on every brow in the summer heat mixed with the cloying perfumes meant to conceal it. Kressler spoke to the crowd at the top of his voice as guards urged the mob to step back and allow the passengers to disembark safely. The flash and smoke of a camera capturing a photo of the summoners caused spots to dance in Samuel’s vision.

“Please,” the duke boomed rather suddenly, his voice cutting through the din like a hot knife through butter. “I do not wish to employ my personal guard to clear the platform, but I will be forced to do so if we cannot make space for the people coming off the train behind us!”

Though many people in the crowd moved back, seemingly out of reflex at the duke’s command, some viewed it merely as an opportunity to fill the gaps that had been created. Most appeared to be newspaper reporters with pads of paper they scrawled onto as they shouted questions toward Kressler and those he represented.

“We’re not answering any questions at this time,” Kressler responded into the hail of inquiries peppering them. “My clients are eager to be heard in court and to clear their names, but you will have to get their accounts from the court transcripts just like everyone else.”

As they advanced to the rear of the platform, the man was forced to repeat the answer with variations of phrasing several times. Samuel doubted that previous responses had gone unheard. It seemed more likely that the reporters were pressing them in hopes of being the one to finally wear them down for a comment they could use in their articles. More guards approached from the terminal, clearing space for them to step inside and pass through to the street.

Samuel’s hopes for a reprieve were dashed as they descended the stairs in front of the terminal to the street. Crowds flanked the stairs on either side, filled with a great deal of people who made the platform seem polite in comparison. One side was calling for their heads while the other was leaping to their defense. Praetian zealots snarled at Aurora with hatred in their eyes, while vaunted moralists did the same toward the succubus-summoning Samuel. At the foot of the stairs stood a handful of the duke’s guard holding a space open for the private motor car that awaited them.

“This is madness,” Aurora quavered, swiftly overwhelmed by the alternating waves of positive and negative attention that blindsided her.

The guards created additional space for the motor car as their luggage was loaded in, and they were seated. Looking calm as ever, the duke reached over to adjust Samuel’s cloak, smoothing it out along his shoulders. “Pay them no mind.”

“No mind?” Samuel scoffed incredulously, jerking a thumb toward the window. “That guy has a drawing of Aurora with a dick in her mouth on his sign!”

“It’s not very good,” Ivanna commented, crossing her long legs with a frown. She let out an amused snort despite the nerves.

Samuel scowled at the nurse. “The artistic skill isn’t what concerns me. I want to know what the hell is going on here.”

Kressler tidied his hair with one hand and sighed. “There have been accusations floating around from your detractors that you abandoned survivors in Bredon to save your own skin.”

“What!?” Samuel exclaimed as the vehicle pulled onto the road and away from the crowd. “Detractors? I have detractors now? This is insane.”

Ivanna raised a hand, cutting him off with surprising efficacy. She spoke in a severe tone that matched her expression toward Kressler. “You’re just telling us this now? Samuel did everything he could for the people of Bredon. I was there. We lost a lot of people. We might have lost many more if it weren’t for his judgment call and rank.”

“It’s a fringe accusation,” Kressler huffed. “Or at least it was. It’s sometimes difficult to keep up with what the papers will print.”

“So, how fucked are we?” Aurora asked in a strained voice. “What does this mean?”

“You’re not,” Kressler assured her. “And nothing. It means nothing. The crowd is a little unexpected, but I’m very good at what I do. Nothing changes; the plan remains the same. As soon as we get you settled, I’ll file my motion. Paperwork is already drawn up and only needs to be submitted. You two will have your day in court tomorrow.”

Samuel took a long, deep breath to steady himself. He’d faced some incredible things since he’d become a licensed summoner but had never been rattled as much as the emotional crowds had done to him. He closed his hand into a fist to prevent it from trembling. “Settled where? They’re bound to be waiting at my father’s place in town.”

“We’re going somewhere else,” the duke said, watching Samuel carefully. “I’ve made special arrangements for added security.”

“What special arrangements?” Aurora asked curiously, eager to be as far away from prying eyes as possible.

The duke nodded toward the window, causing all but Kressler’s eyes to follow his gaze. Samuel, Aurora, and Ivanna watched as the towers and spires of Vulkswain’s School for Summoners came into view as they turned a corner. Samuel’s heart soared, not only because of the added security of being on the school’s grounds but also because of an unexpected wave of nostalgia that overtook him. As overjoyed as he had been upon his return to Ciriscastre, he had not expected to feel the same for the school the next time he saw it. The school, he realized, had been every bit as much a home to him as Ciriscastre and represented a bulwark of safety in his mind. Glancing over at Aurora and how her eyes shone and her face glowed, it seemed the same for her, too.

As the center of summoning knowledge in all of Terth, Vulkswain’s was not just a school but a fortress built to protect the trove of magical knowledge and power contained within. It had only been tested in battle a handful of times in its entire existence, but the stories of it never falling were well known. Its reputation had softened significantly since the last time it had been a battle site, but the magical wards overlaying the standard fortifications were no less effective. The same magic that protected it from the kinetic energy of a trebuchet hurled boulder worked against cannon fire. Spells crafted to keep out spies had been repurposed to monitor the student body while still protecting against trespassers.

“It looks the same,” Aurora marveled. They hadn’t been gone from school for so long that she should have expected much to have changed, but the ordeals they had been through had made it seem like far longer.

A Vulkswain guard stopped the motor car at the front gate to see the driver’s identification. The guard glanced at the passengers in the back before waving them through. The motion was more than a mere signal for them, but the component to a spell worked with the ring on his hand. The gates opened, seemingly of their own accord, without the assistance of any visible mechanism. Once the motor car was through, the gate closed itself behind them as the guard retook his station.

“Fascinating,” Ivanna commented, pulling her attention away from the gate.

Samuel laughed slightly, feeling the tension draining from him quickly. “I forgot, you’ve never been on the grounds before.”

Kressler looked at Ivanna curiously. It was the first long look he had given her the entire time he’d been around her, seemingly oblivious to how sexually attractive the woman was. “You know some magic, though, don’t you?”

“A little healing, yes,” the nurse confirmed. “But most of it, Aurora taught me.”

“If that’s the case, she should be able to get you access to some of the studying materials while you’re here,” Kressler suggested. “Probably one of the best archives for it in the world here. Don’t pass it up.”

Ivanna glanced between Aurora and Samuel, silently posing the question as to whether they would be willing to assist her with it. Aurora nodded, just happy to be somewhere safe and familiar again. As they came to the front of the school, another small crowd had gathered, albeit this one much friendlier and more familiar than the others they had encountered that day.

“Headmaster Udozhal,” Samuel gasped as he emerged from the motor car. The wizened old summoner had been in charge of Vulkswain’s seemingly forever, with even the most senior faculty members often remarking how he’d held the position even when they were students. “It’s so good to see you.”

The elderly summoner approached Samuel, offering him a respectful bow that caught the young man off guard. It was only then that he remembered his position as Earl. When he was a student, much of the formalities regarding his station had been waived to maintain a degree of discipline, but Samuel was grown now, and his rank had to be observed even by a high summoner.

“Please, sir,” Samuel beamed. “There’s no need to stand on ceremony.”

The headmaster’s eyes twinkled as Samuel echoed his own words from the last time they’d spoken back at him. Then, with a short, dry laugh, the man placed a firm hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Very good, Summoner Eamon!”

With the headmaster were friends of both Samuel and Aurora, as well as some of the faculty that was most fond of them. The next in line to greet Samuel was none other than Abigail Rowley. She had been one of his favorite professors growing up, though not for the exact reasons she was so well-liked with the other young men of the student body. The Wind Rider had a youthful way about her despite her age and an ample bust that caught the eye of many a blossoming young man and even some girls attending the school. Samuel was reminded of the fact as the summoner pulled him into a warm hug and nearly squeezed the breath from his lungs.

“So good to see you again, Samuel,” Rowley exclaimed amid the bear hug. “Have you grown?”

“I don’t think he has,” a tall, slender, blonde elf remarked as she approached, a faint smile on her lips. Shizira, another of the professors he had looked up to and who belonged to the same clan as Ylvesnia, looked more pleased to see him than he would have ever imagined. “Perhaps you’re getting shorter in your old age.”

“Old age!?” Rowley spat as she stepped back, adjusting the small pair of spectacles on her face and smoothing out her chocolate-colored hair. “You’re much older than me!”

Shizira brushed past her, extending a hand to Samuel. “Well met, young one.”

“Well met,” Samuel replied, returning the gesture as they firmly clasped each other’s arms. Though his time with Ylvesnia had taught him a few of the elven customs and ways of speaking to one another, this had been one he’d learned from her when he was much younger. After giving him an extra squeeze, the elf released him.

“Is Professor Uffea still here?” Samuel asked, glancing around the small welcoming party, though with the Earth Talker’s height, she would have been hard to miss.

“Leave of absence, I’m afraid,” Shizira answered. “Since the news of Nadine.”

“Ah, of course,” Samuel acknowledged, remembering how close the professor had been with the young woman. Despite how different the two seemed in summoning and personality, she had been instrumental in Nadine’s training. Her death, especially with how it had been covered in the papers, had to have come to her as quite a blow. “My apologies.”

“Well,” the duke said from behind him, placing a hand on Aurora’s shoulder in a silent display of support for her for any who might not have already known it. “Let’s get out of this heat, shall we? It’s been quite a trip, and I could do with something cool to drink.”

“Of course,” the headmaster said with a respectful nod. “We have refreshments ready inside. We’ll have your things brought up from your vehicle.”

As the crowd moved collectively through the enormous double doors of the school, Samuel took a moment to look up at the structure towering over him, drinking it in. Looking back out from the school and over the grounds, a sense of peace replaced the ragged anxiety he had endured getting there. Whatever lay ahead of him tomorrow could wait as he lingered in the moment, savoring the serenity that being back at Vulkswain’s offered.


Chapter 6
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Aurora couldn’t decide whether or not she liked Mr. Kressler. It wasn’t a question of his competence. He could be every bit as good at his job as he claimed to be, but there was still something about him that rubbed her the wrong way. As helpful as the duke and Samuel believed him, Aurora felt he was holding something back from them. She kept it to herself, though, as she had nothing concrete to accuse him of. Saying that a man in his profession seemed shifty was not exactly groundbreaking.

Thankfully, she didn’t have much time to dwell on it. Their arrival at Vulkswain’s and the people there to greet them instilled such a sense of fondness and peace in her that she couldn’t be bothered to think about matters relating to the trial. They had been put up in a set of rooms set aside for them in the guest tower for visiting students, guest lecturers, and visiting family from far away. Aurora hardly spent five minutes in the room before slipping out to wander the halls.

Strictly speaking, guests of the school weren’t supposed to be roaming the grounds unaccompanied. Only a few guests, usually of considerable rank and reputation in the Mysterium, were trusted to wander around. Everyone else who wanted to leave the guest tower required an escort. Aurora didn’t doubt someone would be sent to collect her very soon, but knowing they wouldn’t find her in any of the restricted areas of the grounds, she wasn’t bothered by it. She just wanted to visit her old dorm.

Separated by gender, the dormitories were located at opposite ends of the grounds to discourage dalliances between the students. Of course, it wasn’t left solely to distance. In a school for magic and summoning, appropriate measures had also been taken in such areas. A series of wards, sigils, and glyphs were all layered atop one another to prevent magical abuses by students and keep them from restricted areas. Young ladies would be magically repelled from the young men’s dormitories at the entrance and vice versa. The same style of warding was used to restrict underage students from venturing into areas with dangerous magical artifacts and to prevent older students from entering areas reserved for kids. Some wards were cycled to accommodate the shifting student body, while others had been in place as long as the building stood.

It was a complicated system, so much so that only a few students took the time to learn anything about it beyond where they were not allowed to go. Others learned enough to find mundane loopholes and tricks to circumvent the magic, which were well-guarded secrets to prevent faculty from closing the loopholes. But a scant few bothered to study the magic itself to craft bypasses for themselves. Aurora had been one such student when she was attending.

It felt like a lifetime ago for her. Samuel had pointed out that it hadn’t been long since last he had been here, but she had gone through her proving and been cloistered in the church before he’d gone through his proving. This was the first time in years that she had set foot in the place she regarded as her true childhood home.

Approaching the large double doors of the girls’ dormitories, Aurora should have been denied entry once she got within a couple of feet. Instead, she raised a hand, allowing her palm to rest against the outer limit of the magic’s influence. Whispering a few lines of incantations in the language of the Outer Spheres, she brought her consciousness into contact with the underpinning magical mechanisms. She pushed her hand forward, feeling the tingle of the magic on her skin as it continued to resist her. She twisted a layer of the magic to the left before going deeper and turning the next to the right. The tingling grew briefly, then faded, which was her queue to pull and release. Magic and mundane locks alike popped open, allowing the doors to swing open and grant her access.

Aurora couldn’t help but chuckle a little as she breezed through the doors, stepping lively before the wards reset. The older wards were easier to manipulate than the newer ones, but there was a common methodology to keep them functioning seamlessly with each other. As she walked the corridor, moving like she had every right to be there, she wondered if Samuel had ever tampered with the magic of the grounds during his years at the school. She had been a much bigger troublemaker than he had, though a part of that might have had something to do with him having a private room all to himself.

There had been a time when every noble attending the school could expect such special accommodations, but recently, the school had started opening them up to those with the means to pay. The additional income allowed the school to renovate and refurbish many things on the grounds, updating them to be more in step with the present day. Aurora had seen a few of the rooms but never Samuel’s. Back then, they had been at odds with each other on a near-daily basis. She’d been awful to him, and the more deeply she fell for the man, the more she realized just how awful she had been.

A smile bloomed on her face as she came to the room that had once been hers. The door was open, like many of the others, and a few girls inside were chatting about an exam coming up. Each of them looked to be in their mid-teens. She remembered how the room had looked when she was that age, as if it were yesterday. The beds were still in the same place as they had been, two on each side of the room, but the way everything else was situated was different. The open window curtains were dark purple, designed to keep the sunlight out. Back when the room had been hers, they had been pink and nearly see-through due to her roommate’s initiative. Aurora pretended it had bothered her, and she hadn’t had a say, but secretly, she liked how the sun filtered through them at the end of the day.

Aurora had been so guarded back then, even with the other girls of her clique who walked around like they owned the school. But as she stopped at another room, she remembered one girl she’d never been quite able to push around.

“Nadine,” Aurora whispered to herself, the wistful nostalgia in her heart turning sour. The door of this room was open as well, though there was no one inside at the moment. It was a common occurrence even when she was a kid due to the limited access others had to the rooms.

Her feet carried her forward without thinking as she stepped into the room and looked around. Unlike her room, it was almost exactly like how she remembered it. The personal items and colors differed here and there, but so much of it was just as Nadine had left it. Aurora’s heart sank as her eyes scanned the room, eventually settling on the desk that used to belong to her friend. Aurora had spent many nights lying on Nadine’s bed, goading her to abandon her studies to come out with the rest of the girls. It seldom worked. In most instances, it had been Nadine to convince her of something, even if she had managed to fool herself into thinking it had been her idea from the start.

“Excuse me?” The voice of a young girl came from behind her. Aurora wiped a few tears on her sleeve before turning to see the young girl, a short, waifish brunette with an intricate braid running down her back. “What are you doing in my room?”

“Ah, sorry,” Aurora laughed uneasily. “I used to be a student here and must have gotten carried away.”

“Hold on,” the girl said, stepping forward. She squinted at Aurora critically before her eyes suddenly lit up. “Praetia’s cunt! You’re that rogue nun everyone’s been talking about. The one that hangs out with the killer summoner.”

“Excuse me?” Aurora scoffed, not knowing where to begin. “That’s not—.”

“Yeah, yeah,” the girl said, pointing at Aurora with a smirk. “It’s you. I recognize you from the papers. Why are you in my room? Gonna kill me if I don’t convert?”

Aurora’s eyes widened, nearly falling out of her head. “Mercy, no!”

“Damn,” the girl sighed, walking to the nearest bookshelf. “Guess I’ll be taking that exam after all.”

“You’re a strange kid,” Aurora remarked sardonically. “Exams really that bad?”

“Sometimes,” the kid answered, turning to face Aurora again with a book in her hand. “This must be yours, then.”

She held a copy of Praetia’s holy book in her hand, though it was considerably older than the one she owned with a soft, worn leather cover. She didn’t recognize it but took it slowly to have a look.

“I found it in your hiding place,” the kid said, adjusting her braid over her shoulder. “Locket’s in there too. I had no idea what to do with it.”

“Locket?” Aurora asked, her brow furrowing. What she had thought was a fancy bookmark was actually an old, delicate chain tarnished with time. Opening the book, she saw it was connected to a locket, which she recognized from her youth. Nadine had worn it nearly every day for years, then stopped. Aurora couldn’t remember when, why, or even if she had noticed then, but there was no mistaking it. Flipping through the pages, she saw annotations in the margins, lines crossed out, and various scribbles. Stopping on one page in particular, she saw the words “not in the original version” written in block letters next to a few crossed-out lines.

Turning the pages, she came to a similar section, though this time the words read ‘common mistranslation’. How did they miss this?”

“With all that in there, I can see why you didn’t want anyone finding it,” the girl commented with a nod toward the book. “I guess you were a hellraiser back in the day, huh?”

“Back in the—?” Aurora snapped the book shut suddenly with a scowl. “Just how old do you think I am?”

“Forty? Thirty?” the girl guessed, clearly having no idea how to tell the age of adults. Aurora made it clear with her deepening scowl that she was way off.

“You’ve read through this?” Aurora asked, holding up the book in front of her.

“Yeah, it was actually interesting,” the girl responded without missing a beat. “I didn’t realize they’d changed so much from the original scripture. But now that I do, it makes a lot of sense.”

“It does?” Aurora pressed. “You express that opinion to anyone else around here?”

“Nah,” the girl said, shaking her head. The braid running down her back swung from side to side as she did. “I get in enough trouble around here without adding heresy to the mix.”

Aurora’s frown returned. “They don’t enforce Praetian law in here, you know. Asking questions and being curious is half the point of being here.”

“Maybe before you and Summoner Eamon went berserk,” the kid laughed a bit. “But now, kids will rat you out for that sort of thing. Priests don’t show up here, but the minute you go home on break or go into town, suddenly they’re in the area and would like to bend your ear.”

Aurora stared at the kid for a moment, stunned. The idea that clergy were going around personally looking in on people questioning doctrine was new. She’d never heard of such a thing in the entire time she had been a nun. Heresy had always been one of those things that was socially unacceptable but typically went unenforced, at least in the open. She had learned the hard way that if someone in the church considered someone a threat to the faith, they took care of it quietly through back channels. The man she had reported to once had tried to convince her that murdering Samuel was a good thing because of all the succubi.

“What’s your name?” Aurora asked, finally breaking the silence.

“Misa,” she answered, squaring her shoulders to appear a bit taller. It didn’t work all that well. “Are you actually Aurora Brandt?”

“Yeah,” the blonde answered, slowly glancing down at the book. “But I didn’t do any of the things they said I did, and neither did Samuel.”

“I didn’t think so,” Misa replied flatly. “There’s a slight split here about it, but not really. None of the teachers believe it. They either laugh or shout when it comes up. I always figured it was bullshit.”

“Language,” Aurora snorted, realizing how dumb she sounded reprimanding anyone for swearing. This was a kid, though, so it felt like she was obligated to do it.

“So he didn’t kill all those soldiers?” Misa pressed, ignoring the reprimand about her swearing. “No massacre?”

Shaking her head, Aurora placed the book under one arm. “Afraid not. There was a fight, but they attacked him first. High Summoner Elantrica took most of them out.”

“No shit?” Misa exclaimed, placing a finger on her chin. “I guess I’ll have to give her another look in the archives. I didn’t think she was that interesting.”

Chuckling, Aurora shook her head and stepped past Misa toward the door. “You’re a bit on the dark side, eh?”

Sighing, Misa shrugged, averting her gaze for the first time in the conversation. “Yeah, so everyone reminds me. I see things a little differently, I guess.”

Aurora stopped at the door’s threshold to look back at the young girl, who seemed vulnerable and bereft. It wasn’t her business, but something about her posture told her it was much worse than just being the weird kid. She turned to face her again and sighed.

“Look, Misa, don’t let anyone here push you around, alright?” Aurora said sternly. “I was a bully when I was here—an intolerable one. I was going through some things that I took out on everyone else. Anyone giving you a hard time is probably doing the same. Once you’re an adult, people look back and kick themselves for their behavior. It follows them around for the rest of their lives. All you can do is behave like the best version of yourself each day and build upon it. It’ll minimize the time you spend looking back and punishing yourself.”

Misa stared at Aurora with pursed lips and screwed-up brows. “You don’t give pep talks to kids a lot, do you?”

“I think this is my first time,” Aurora responded matter-of-factly. “But you seem like a smart enough kid to sort out what I’m trying to say.”

“Maybe it’s one of those things that will make sense when I get older,” Misa suggested, gently letting Aurora off the hook. “But I appreciate the effort.”

“Good,” Aurora laughed shortly. “Now, I gotta get out of here before the faculty figure out I’m here.”

“Wait,” Misa straightened up. “You’re not here with permission? How did you even get in?”

Aurora’s lips split into a wide grin as she lifted one hand and wiggled her fingers. “Magic.”

“What? No, seriously,” Misa pressed, following Aurora partly into the corridor. “You have to tell me.”

Aurora shook her head, “No, I’d rather you not turn out like me. You know who you should emulate instead? A girl I knew when I was a student here.”

“Who?” Misa asked curiously.

“You said you’ve been reading the papers, right?” Aurora probed. Misa nodded. She was quite the precocious little thing. “Did you read about that summoner who saved all those people in Prylyn? Nadine?”

“Really?” Misa’s brows shot up into the bangs of her hair. “No, shit?”

“She was a friend of mine,” Aurora confirmed, inspiring a look of awe from the young girl. She decided not to creep her out by mentioning that this had also been Nadine’s room, but she added this: “If I’d spent less time fucking around and more time listening to her, I might have turned out better.”

Misa pointed at her with a little smirk. “That’s a more effective life lesson than self-reflection, by the way. You should lead with that one next time.”

Aurora let out a slightly louder laugh now, unable to contain her amusement. “You’re one weird kid, Misa. I’ll be seeing you around. Stay out of trouble.”

“I won’t,” Misa answered truthfully, waving after Aurora as she walked briskly down the corridor to exit the dorms. She felt a strange tug from the wards under her arm as she stepped through the double doors. Thanks to her earlier tampering, it didn’t set off any of the alarm spells, but the fact that it snagged on the magic at all caught her by surprise.

Frowning, Aurora looked down at the book and opened it again, pulling the locket out slowly. Now that her attention was more focused, she could detect the faint yet distinctive hum of magic contained within the locket. It felt older than she would have guessed, how some of the old wards of the school felt. But it also felt diminished, as though it were somehow sleeping.

“That’s weird,” she muttered, holding it up in front of her face and examining it more closely. She tried to open the locket, but its hinge appeared to be jammed somehow.

“What is?” Samuel asked, causing Aurora to nearly leap out of her skin as she yelped in surprise. He found it terribly amusing.

“Damn it, Samuel,” Aurora snapped, slapping the man’s arm a few times in frustration. “You could have given me a heart attack.”

“Actually, I’ve read that factors such as age and gender—” The withering scowl Aurora gave him forced the rest of his tidbit of trivia to die on his lips. “Never mind. What are you doing out here?”

“What are you doing out here?” Aurora countered, jabbing a finger in his direction. “That’s the girls’ dorms behind me. Your old private room is on the other side of the grounds.”

“Looking for you,” Samuel replied hesitantly. “Is everything alright?”

Realizing that she’d gotten her hackles up for no good reason, Aurora sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. I was just taking a stroll down memory lane.”

“Anything good?” Samuel prodded with a little smile.

“Some good, some bad,” Aurora admitted with a slight shrug. “Being back here makes me realize how fucked up of a kid I was and how terrible I was to everyone.”

“Most of us were fucked up kids for one reason or another,” Samuel said with a cheerful smile. “But it’s what we do with it as adults that matters, especially if we can recognize that in one another along the way.”

The prickle of tears in Aurora’s eyes threatened a fit of crying if she wasn’t careful. She couldn’t say if it was sorrow or happiness. Some of the memories she had flooding back were terrible when viewed through a new lens, yet he wasn’t letting it weigh on him. He had been the one to suffer her wrath the most, and here he was with encouragement for her. She gripped the locket in her hand more tightly, feeling a sense of affirmation through her dedication to him. “You’re very sweet, Sammy.”

“Nah,” he said with a wave of his hand. “This is your wisdom, not mine. I just hold onto everything you say in case you need it later.”

Aurora tilted her head, looking up into his eyes that held nothing but fondness and affection for her. “Really? I don’t remember saying anything like that.”

“You say a lot of things when you get insightful and introspective,” Samuel explained. “If not with me, then with other people. It can be quite inspiring.”

Aurora smirked playfully, taking his hand gently and squeezing. “You don’t have to flatter me if you want to get laid, you know. You can just ask.”

“I’m serious,” Samuel objected with a laugh, the two of them starting toward the guest tower. “Maybe you don’t notice your effect on people, but I do. You’re too hard on yourself.”

“Mmm,” Aurora grunted, unconvinced but unwilling to argue. The locket and the tome she carried were small reminders of how much better of a person she could be if she worked at it. That was, of course, assuming that the trial went their way.

It would go their way. It had to go their way. Mr. Kressler was very confident. Not only was Samuel innocent of the charges, but he was a genuine boon to the people under his charge and the kingdom as a whole. Certainly, the king would see that when he stood before him. Praetia wouldn’t let such an injustice come to pass…

Would she?


Chapter 7
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Samuel and Aurora spent the rest of the day together, reminiscing about their time in school. Neither had been close during that time, but the two had shared plenty of friends and professors that made the trip down memory lane a pleasant one. In many instances, one was able to offer additional context to old stories and even provide new stories about people they had both grown up around for years that painted them in a different light.

As much as they wished to talk into the late hours of the night, the reality of the next day loomed closer. Their scheduled appearance in court was early, and being short on sleep wouldn’t have been a good idea. Samuel had never actually met the king, though he’d heard numerous stories from his father and the handful of nobles he had personally spoken to over the years. He was getting off on the wrong foot for first impressions and didn’t want to make it worse with a bedraggled and tired appearance.

The pair went to bed nervous while pretending they weren’t nervous for the sake of the other. It was apparent, in many ways, but the gesture ended up being the thing to set them each at ease for a time. In the face of such adversity, they looked out for each other. The room provided for them was modest in size but comfortable. They had made more with less during their time in hiding, so the space didn’t bother them in the least. Aurora teased him a few times about how it was much smaller than the accommodations he’d been given while attending the school but larger than those she’d been given. Samuel took it in stride, not sensing any of the venom in the words that would have been present only a few years ago.

Ivanna woke them the following day, letting herself into their room with trays of food for breakfast and clothes she set out for them to change into. Neither he nor Aurora had asked her to do it, but they found it to relieve some of the stress that pressed against the brittle facade of calm they struggled to maintain.

“Thank you,” Aurora said with a grateful nod, nibbling at some of the toast Ivanna had buttered for her. “I don’t think I have the courage to show my face in the dining hall right now.”

“It’s pretty full at the moment,” Ivanna acknowledged. “Even without everything going on, I could see it being a little overwhelming.”

“It was a daily thing for us for years,” Samuel remarked, sitting down at the small table to wolf down the bacon and eggs she had brought him. There were also pancakes, but Samuel treated them as an afterthought without the proper syrup variety. “Did you eat?”

“Yes, I had something while I was down there,” Ivanna answered as she pulled the curtains open, letting in the first rays of morning. Despite being dressed conservatively in a relatively traditional nurse ensemble, the woman still cut an impressive figure against the light. Clothing of all types had a way of conforming to her every curve in ways that nearly defied explanation. “We haven’t much time, though. I didn’t anticipate how long it would take to bring food up.”

“Is everyone else already up?” Aurora asked curiously, eating a little faster as she became aware of the time. Ivanna nodded silently as she busied herself around the room, making preparations for them. The pair quickly finished the rest of their breakfast in silence.

When they finally emerged from their room, Kressler waited patiently in the hall with his suitcase at his side. “Ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Samuel croaked, surprised at his voice.

Kressler motioned for them to follow as he led them down the corridor to the staircase. Their escort, a tall young man with a bored expression, met them at the stairs and led them back to the main entrance. Students busied themselves with their daily routine as they passed through the halls on their way to their classes. None seemed to acknowledge the presence of the trio being escorted through their midst, providing Samuel and Aurora with a surreal moment of normalcy before stepping out into the cool morning air.

Their trip and subsequent arrival at the courthouse could not have been more different than the scene at the train station. Instead of passionate crowds of people, there were only motionless guards standing like statues as officers of the court, nobles, and others going about their everyday business moved up and down the large stone steps out front of the building. Only a century and a half before, cases were still being heard in the royal palace, but in modern times, the Royal Courthouses handled everything. The High Court in Caergleva exclusively heard matters concerning the nobility and high-level appeals.

Samuel stepped out of the motor car slowly, glancing around at the near-empty streets and the long shadows where the rising sun had not yet reached. It felt like the world was holding its breath to see the fate of the young Earl and his companion. The ascent of the stairs wasn’t difficult, even with the weakness creeping into his knees. A guard opened a door for them as they approached, bowing his head respectfully in recognition of Samuel’s badge of office pinned to his vest and emblazoned on his cloak. He’d forgotten that it had even been there.

Inside, Kressler took a moment to orient himself, glancing at signs that provided directions to specific courtrooms and sections of the building. The air felt stuffy and musty as if windows were seldom opened in the building to allow for more appropriate airflow. It was uncomfortably warm and dry, with a furnace burning somewhere despite the regular summer heat they still enjoyed daily.

“Feels like a library,” Aurora whispered amid the silence. “where all the books are boring and dry.”

Kressler motioned for them to follow his lead before Samuel could offer a witty response, taking the wind out of his sails once again. The man spoke quietly to a secretary behind an elevated desk, glancing at a large clock on the wall before turning to face them. “We’re right on time; they’ll be opening the doors any minute now.”

No sooner had he spoken the words than a pair of guards opened the immense double doors of the court from the inside. Both sides of the door held intricate carvings of the embodiments of justice and liberty, along with other symbols Samuel recognized as typically associated with the throne. Inside, a center aisle divided the room in two, with pillars flanking it on either side. Old lanterns hung from the pillars to light every corner of the grand courtroom. Originally designed with oil or candles in mind, they had since been converted to contain magical lighting instead. It was a colder light but more efficient and less wasteful.

On either side of the wood-paneled room were jury boxes that rapidly filled with nobles of various stations that would sit in judgment of Samuel. The throne of the King sat at the head of the room beneath the coat of arms for both the royal house and the city itself. It remained empty for the moment.

There was a small section for a gallery on a second level above the doors, though Samuel noticed it was completely empty. As they approached the front of the court, Kressler motioned for them to sit at a sturdy table on the left. A woman entered from a side door and had a seat at the small desk nearest the throne, preparing to take down the notes for the proceedings. All around him, Samuel could feel the eyes of nobles he had never met regarding him with varying degrees of interest. Whether or not any had made up their minds about his or Aurora’s guilt before that moment, he couldn’t say.

The crown prosecutor, a tall, willowy man with graying hair, entered from the same room the court reporter had entered through. His expression was sour, his large faded blue eyes flicking over at them briefly before sitting with his assistant at a table on the right side of the aisle identical to Samuels.

“You’ve got some nerve, Kressler,” the man grumbled briefly. Though his clothes looked expensive and well-kept, they were perhaps a decade outdated. The prosecutor had been doing this job for quite a long time and had not seen fit to change anything about how he did it in that time, including how he dressed.

“Simon,” Kressler said in a familiar and friendly tone. “You really need to stop taking these early court dates. They never agree with you.”

“The early hour is hardly of any concern to me,” the man replied dryly. “At least on its face. Using it to exploit the system and manipulate it, though, never sits right with me.”

“What is law but a savvy navigation of a system of rules?” Kressler replied with a subtle smirk. “It’s not personal, just strategy.”

“What did you do?” Aurora hissed as Kressler took a seat. “We don’t need any more heat than what’s already on us, dammit!”

Kressler waved a hand calmly, “Just what I said I would do. I submitted my motion, but poor Mr. Parsells didn’t receive the paperwork until his office opened this morning. Due to the time he picked for us to start, he hasn’t had time to review it and pivot his strategy.”

“So he’s coming into this off balance?” Samuel surmised as he suppressed a slight smirk. Kressler gave him a silent nod as another side door opened, and a more intimidating-looking guard stepped in.

“All rise for His Majesty, Eirik Radomir, Eighth of his name, King of Terth,” the intimidating man bellowed. Everyone in the courtroom rose quietly to their feet as the doors at the room’s rear slowly closed.

King Radomir stepped into the courtroom, draped in the finest raiment of his office and the numerous medals and jewelry that went with it. The hulking man stood a head taller than Samuel and looked like he could have crumpled him into a small ball and tossed him in a waste bin across the room despite looking several years older than his father. He had long brown hair in an outdated style that just happened to work with the golden crown adorning his head. The many rings on his thick fingers twinkled in the light as he set some paperwork on the court reporter’s desk and took his place on the throne. Once he was seated, everyone else was allowed to sit.

Adjusting his robes briefly, he motioned for proceedings to begin. Samuel and Aurora’s names were read, causing both to break out into cold sweats as the weight of the moment finally settled on their shoulders. The sound of the people speaking seemed to fall away from him as his vision grew a little darker around the edges. He didn’t understand how he had managed to land himself in this position before the king of the entire country and every noble eager to wag their tongue the moment they stepped out of the courtroom.

The king held a hand up, cutting off the prosecutor mid-sentence, his intense green eyes leveling on Samuel for a moment. “Earl Eamon, are you quite alright? You look a little green around the gills.”

Pulled back into reality and the current moment, Samuel cleared his throat and spoke with a dry tongue. “Yes, Your Majesty, just nervous. This is my first time in court.”

“Relax,” the king urged him, waving a hand to either side of the room. “They may look like a dour lot, but I can personally attest to the wisdom and fairness of every man and woman in these boxes. Your voice will be heard with the due respect and consideration it deserves.”

“Actually, Your Majesty,” Kressler said as he rose to his feet, buttoning his vest. “That brings me to the matter at hand.”

The king sighed. “That being?”

“Counselor Kressler has filed a motion to present his case to the crown directly,” Parsells clarified, his frown deepening. “I’ve not had time to review the motion for more than a few minutes.”

Kressler held up a small, sealed packet, which the guard took and presented to the king. The large king opened the packet with a surprisingly delicate gesture to scan the contents. “Well, it appears to be in order.”

“I would like more time to review—” the prosecutor said, only to be cut off by the king.

“I’ll go ahead and grant the motion,” Radomir said casually, tossing the opened packet onto the court reporter’s desk. “The jury is dismissed, and I thank you for your time.”

“Your Majesty,” Parsells stammered in horror as the nobles in the jury boxes got to their feet and filed out. Besides a bit of murmuring among themselves, they didn’t seem to acknowledge anything the prosecutor was saying. “I object to such a swift ruling on this matter. If I’ve had so little time to review the motion, surely you’ve had even less—”

“What do you mean?” the king asked, his prominent scruffy brows knitting together. “You watched me do it just now.”

Parsells stared back at the king in silence, struggling with how to press his objection further while remaining respectful. Next to Samuel, Aurora looked just as stunned and confused with how hard of a turn events had just taken. One of the King’s brows rose slowly, “Your objection is noted, but it is well within my power to hear any case involving the nobility directly. It’s their right and my obligation should they choose to assert it.”

“It’s just it hasn’t been done in so long,” Parsells continued, trying to find a new avenue of protest.

Radomir lifted his hands defensively. “Your concern for me on this is noted, but I assure you that I am capable of discharging all the duties of my office even at my age, including this one.”

The prosecutor glanced over at Kressler, attempting to read him, but the counselor’s expression remained stoic. Parsells could tell he had been blindsided more than once and needed a moment to determine a response. His eyes flicked between the three of them sitting at the table before turning his attention back to the king. “Very well, in light of this change, I would like to submit a motion to sever.”

Kressler shook his head, waving one hand toward Parsells. “Now hold on, they were charged together and will be tried together. The bulk of the prosecution’s case hinges on the supposed collaboration to perpetrate the crimes alleged. Severing only weakens the case back below the threshold for indictment in the first place.”

“Pleading a case directly to the crown is a right guaranteed to the nobility, not to a commoner like Summoner Brandt. Indeed, as a clergy member at the time of the alleged crimes, she should be tried by the church,” Parsells explained.

The king nodded with a bit of a sigh. “That is true, I suppose. Better to have them handle it from the start than try to muddy the waters after proceedings are underway. The law on this is rather clear, Mr. Kressler. Motion to sever is granted.”

“Your majesty!” Kressler exclaimed, glancing at Aurora and then back to the king. “This doesn’t afford Summoner Brandt enough time to prepare for her case.”

“I’m afraid the blade cuts both ways,” the king responded. “I will file a formal request with the church for her trial date to be pushed back so she has ample time to—”

“Wait a minute!” Aurora spat, jumping to her feet. “I’m getting kicked out of my own trial?”

The large, intimidating guard at the head of the court placed a hand on the weapon hanging at his side. Radomir held a hand up to signal the man to stand down, his gaze shifting toward Aurora. “Summoner Brandt, you have to wait to be acknowledged before you are allowed to speak.”

“A woman like me could die of old age sitting here waiting for you lot to acknowledge me,” Aurora countered hotly. “We’re talking about my life here. Protocol is the least of my concerns.”

Samuel put a hand on the blonde’s arm, squeezing it gently to calm her down, but she wasn’t having it. The king’s gaze remained fixed upon her in the face of her outburst, unreadable for a time until he finally spoke. “Very well, Summoner. What would you like to say?”

Aurora pressed on, seizing her chance to be heard rather than freezing up with all eyes on her. “Your Majesty, Samuel and I have been together through all this since the beginning. Since we departed Vulkswain’s, there’s been very little time that we’ve been apart. It doesn’t seem fair or logical to separate us for our trial when what is being examined is essentially our time together. We should be together. I can’t afford the representation he has, yet I’ll be facing the same charges by the same people who ordered me to—”

“Completely irrelevant,” Parsells scoffed. “Had you married the Earl, we would be having a different conversation. But with him asserting a right you do not possess, the law demands that you be severed from him and his representation.”

The king’s eyes narrowed as he glanced critically between Aurora and the prosecutor. There was something here he was missing. He’d only just got a whiff of it, but now that he had it, he hesitated to let it go. “I’m afraid the prosecutor is correct, Summoner Brandt. On this, I am bound. A seeker will escort you to a holding area for the church until you are to be tried. Praetia watch over you.”

Aurora’s body went stiff with anger as she stared back at the king. Her gaze didn’t falter for a moment despite him being the country’s reigning monarch. Though Samuel had to give Radomir credit where it was due—few could lock eyes with the woman in such a state and keep their calm. The king did. The fact that he did seemed to disarm her long enough for Samuel to get her attention.

“It’ll be alright,” Samuel whispered, his heart pounding in his chest. “I promise we’ll get you the best person to present the case in the church. And if they try anything…I’ll take care of that, too.”

Aurora glanced at him, doubt and fear filling her eyes in a way that tore Samuel apart. At the rear of the courtroom, the doors opened. Heavy footsteps echoed off the walls as they approached the front of the room. Samuel turned slightly to see Seeker Lumis, fully armored and carrying her helmet under one arm, come to a stop at the bar and present a formal bow to the king.

“Seeker Lumis,” Radomir acknowledged with a brief bow of his head. “She’s all yours.”

Aurora’s head whipped around to look in the seeker’s direction. It was the second time the woman had been assigned to escort her back to the church. But between the events, they had all come to an understanding about what was going on behind the scenes. The seeker had been keeping an eye on things inside the church for them and seen the corruption unfolding for herself. By all accounts, the woman was on their side, unbeknownst to everyone outside their tiny circle of trust.

Samuel’s face screwed up as the seeker placed shackles and Aurora and escorted her out of the courtroom. What was going on here?


Chapter 8
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“What is going on here?” Aurora demanded as the seeker pushed her into one of the conference rooms of the courthouse. Just as she was preparing to berate the woman, she caught sight of a familiar figure sitting at the head of the table. The red-headed elf, her and Samuel’s mentor, was still in her traveling clothes by the looks of it. “Ylvesnia?”

“Try to go easy on the seeker,” Ylvesnia cautioned, getting to her feet to take Aurora’s hand. “She’s only playin’ the part she was assigned to.”

Aurora resisted the urge to hug the elf as she took her hand. Everything had become so confusing and frightening that a hug would have done her wonders. “What part? What do you mean?”

“Perhaps ye should explain it to her, seeker. Before she pops,” Ylvesnia said with the faintest hint of a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“Are you sure? Letting her stew a little might be amusing,” Lumis said, her green eyes flashing with a sense of mischief that Aurora had the feeling she was one of the few to have witnessed.

The blonde looked between the two, her expression growing less frustrated. She was more annoyed than anything now. “Out with it already!”

“The trial is a farce,” the seeker said, holding her hands up defensively. “At least, as you understand it.”

As Aurora’s expression turned more desperate, Ylvesnia eased her into one of the chairs. Lumis circled to the other side of the table, calmly holding the blonde’s gaze. “There are nobles on the jury that we suspect of collaborating with Delsran. Rather than letting them sit in judgment of you and Samuel, we thought it might be better to leave it to the king who looks upon Samuel more favorably.”

“So I’m just fucked?” Aurora scoffed. “Not loving this plan.”

“No,” Ylvesnia said. “We’re makin’ the two of ye appear weak to bait a response either from Delsran or his collaborators.”

“The two of you have earned a reputation for being formidable when you fight alongside each other,” Lumis continued. “So, by separating you, we are presenting our quarries with an opportunity they will be hard-pressed not to seize upon.”

“The motion to sever was planned?” Aurora asked skeptically.

“We were assured that Kressler would be able to bait it from the prosecution,” Lumis confirmed.

Aurora’s brow furrowed as she shook her head. “To what end? Just to separate us? But then what?”

“To allow you to keep working,” the seeker replied. “So long as people think you are in my custody delivering you to the church, most eyes will be on Samuel.”

“But he’s going to be well protected in court,” Aurora objected. “So, does that make me the bait?”

“Yes,” Ylvesnia answered calmly. “Either the church will feel confident enough to strike at you now that they perceive you in their custody, or the collaborators will seek to take you hostage to draw out Samuel.”

“Whose stupid plan is this?” Aurora grumbled. “Because I sure as shit don’t remember agreeing to any of this.”

“It’s the Duke’s, I believe,” Seeker Lumis answered. “But you needn’t worry, you’ll be well protected. My bet is that it will be the church that comes for you first, especially because they still believe me loyal. But others in the field are keeping an eye on the other suspected collaborators to see what moves they make.”

Aurora turned her attention to Ylvesnia as she pulled a bundle of documents from her pack on the floor. It looked like a folder had once contained it, but eventually, there had been too much, and the elf had simply taken to binding everything together with twine. “I have gathered information on Delsran durin’ my absence. I thought you should know what we are dealin’ with.”

The blonde scooted her chair a little closer; her curiosity piqued as the elf unbound the papers and presented a few of them to her. Much of it was written in her own hand, copied information or notes she had taken during her research, but a few were original scrolls she had managed to locate. “Where did you get all this?”

“Some of it in Imath’Alora,” Ylvesnia answered. “Though I have traveled much of Lemshara for the rest. Delsran is not who he appears to be.”

“No shit,” Aurora scoffed. “We thought he was a hero, but it turns out he’s a power-hungry dickhead.”

Ylvesnia stared silently at Aurora uncomfortably as Seeker Lumis moved closer to join them. By the look on the seeker’s face, the information was new to her as well. Aurora’s elven mentor shook her head slowly before letting her gaze fall to the floor. “No, unfortunately, he is not that either. Much worse.”

“How can it be worse than—” Aurora’s question ran away from her as her eyes fell upon an old letter that Ylvesnia had recovered. It was written in elven, but Aurora had learned the basics of the language in school and much more under Ylvesnia’s tutelage. It was an older elven dialect, similar to what Ylvesnia would use occasionally, but the meaning was still clear.

“Delsran wrote this?” Aurora whispered in shock, looking up at Ylvesnia, who averted her gaze still.

Lumis leaned a little closer, tilting her head to get a better look at the document, though she didn’t seem to understand what it meant. “What does it say?”

“Uhm,” Aurora croaked before clearing her throat. “Well, he’s expressing his opinion that humanity must be put into check. That we’ve become a blight upon the world since the elves deigned to elevate us above our society. He calls us… a failed experiment.” 

Lumis’s eyebrows shot up in shock. “That’s disgusting.”

“Ye say that because ye’re human,” Ylvesnia said. “But from the elven perspective, this was a serious conversation for a long time. I should have listened to Ketan.”

“What are you talking about?” Aurora frowned. “What about Ketan?”

“Ketan is one of those who believes it is our responsibility to continue stewardin’ ye,” Ylvesnia explained quietly.

Aurora’s expression became pained. “You don’t agree with him?”

“No,” Ylvesnia said, barely above a whisper. “At least I didn’t. But I cannot stomach what Delsran has said, what he has done.”

Lumis held a hand up between them, “Excuse me, are you saying that Delsran is some kind of elven supremacist? That runs totally counter to what we’ve known of him all these years.”

“He’s been careful to cultivate his reputation as a hero of Terth,” Ylvesnia sighed. “To place himself in a position of trust, only to sow chaos unabated.”

Aurora scanned over the letter again before setting it aside. She moved to another, written a long time after, and addressed to some colleague whose name she did not recognize. In it, he expressed support for the colleague’s idea to isolate the dominantly human countries from those of the non-human countries. Historically, Aurora remembered a time when tensions were high, but total isolation never occurred. Yet another letter discussed the option of turning humanity against one another.

“He’s been planning this for a long time,” Aurora muttered.

“He has,” Ylvesnia confirmed. “Delsran has operated under aliases and agents to secure influence in other countries, all of which are now at war with one another.”

The seeker pushed back from the table and stood, “You mean the war we’ve been dragged into? This war?”

“Indeed,” Ylvesnia confirmed with a nod. “He has been orchestratin’ it since the beginnin’ to reduce your population and bring your societies to ruin. He cares not for which of you wins, only that it goes on as long as possible and provides maximum human casualties.”

“Non-humans are fighting in the war too, though,” Lumis objected, the disgust on her face deepening as everything was laid out before her. “Are they merely collateral to him?”

“Worse,” Aurora grunted, holding up another one of the parchments. This one was an opinion piece, masquerading as philosophy, written by another person whose penmanship was remarkably similar to Delsran’s. “He considers them to be irredeemably tainted. Individuals who must be removed to prevent the rot from spreading.”

“Praetia’s mercy,” Lumis gasped. “He’s insane. This is a popular opinion in Lemashara?”

“No,” Ylvesnia said defensively. “Not at all. The main divide has always been whether we should continue to meddle or whether we should distance ourselves from ye.”

The seeker shifted her weight from one leg to the other. “Awfully arrogant to take responsibility for our society and whether it should be allowed to exist or not, don’t you think?”

Ylvesnia held her hands up. “There is much about your history and development that is thanks to my ancestors. But whether—.”

“Excuse me!?” Lumis snarled, tilting her head to the side, unconsciously resting her hand on her weapon. “You want to say that to me again?”

Aurora looked between the both of them and set the documents down. “Stop it, this isn’t helping.”

Both women looked at Aurora before turning their gazes back on each other more apologetically, though neither said it aloud. Aurora waved a hand dismissively. “There’s room for nuance in a discussion like this, but not if you’re going to be emotional about it. Now is probably not the time, though.”

Ylvesnia sighed, probably realizing that if Aurora was the level-headed one, things had started to spiral out of control. The blonde leaned a little closer to her. “You argued with Ketan about this?”

“Yes,” Ylvesnia said. “It was not the first time, but I pray it is the last. If separation of our peoples leads to this sort of vile rhetoric, I want no part of it.”

Lumis squared her shoulders, standing a little taller. “That is a relief to hear.”

“So this is the agenda?” Aurora asked, returning to the original focus of the documents. “To reduce every human country to cinders so elves can become the dominant force in Midgardia?”

“It would seem so,” Ylvesnia confirmed. “But for him to think such a thing could happen would imply that there are others who would capitalize on the opportunity besides himself. He has accomplished much in the way of destruction, but building and creation require more.”

“Hence the collaborators,” Aurora said with a nod. “But why would nobles of Terth agree to such a thing? They stand to lose just as much as everyone else from this.”

The seeker’s face turned speculative. “Either they don’t know the full extent of the plan, or he’s promised them positions of prominence in the aftermath, perhaps as favored servants or vassals.”

“It’s treason, whatever it is,” Aurora concluded. “The motivation really doesn’t matter. They’re trying to destroy the country they’re sworn to protect. I don’t give a damn why.”

“Agreed,” Ylvesnia added. “Motives can be ascertained later. What matters now is bringin’ it all down before more lives are lost.”

Organizing the documents neatly to place back onto the pile, Aurora sighed. She was still reeling from the revelation, but it didn’t address the other problem facing them. “What of the church? How do we balance the threat of Delsran with that?”

The seeker crossed her arms over her breastplate. “I’ve not seen anything that indicates they are aware of what Delsran is doing, but in fairness, I was unaware of what to look for. It seems like strange timing, though, I admit.”

“What would the church have to gain by enablin’ Delsran?” Ylvesnia wondered. “Their goals are incompatible. The church wishes for its influence to grow and spread, but if Delsran succeeds, it would almost certainly dwindle in both respects.”

“We could speculate about it all day,” Aurora said dismissively, pushing her chair back and getting to her feet. “But it won’t do us any good. I think the best way to proceed is for Joceline to bring me in.”

The seeker’s gaze shifted to Aurora, taken off-guard by the use of her first name. “Are you prepared for that? Once I turn you over, I won’t be able to protect you. I can only do that while you’re in my custody.”

“If you don’t, they begin to suspect you,” Aurora countered. “If they think you are steadfast in your loyalty, perhaps you can gain access to the information we need. They may even bring you into their confidence directly.”

“Perhaps,” the seeker muttered skeptically. “But the church’s methods are much swifter than the throne’s. It will only take a matter of days for you to be tried and convicted for your alleged crimes.”

Aurora turned, walking to the nearest window to look out over the street outside. She didn’t care much for the idea of being bait, but she couldn’t deny the opportunity presented by making their enemies think that they had them on the ropes or that they were already beaten. Getting them clear of the church’s shadow would empower them to move freely and end the warring. Aurora just wanted to live the rest of her life in peace. Heroism and intrigue held no appeal for her, but a life of peace was worth the struggle if she could enjoy it at Samuel’s side.

Beyond that, however, there was a nagging feeling in the back of her mind and deep within her gut. This felt like the right play for her despite the level of risk involved. A little more time to plan may also have revealed a more measured approach, but this felt like the path she had to walk to get to where she wanted to be. It was more than a mere whim—it felt akin to a deep-rooted instinct she simply had to trust.

“It’s alright,” Aurora said with a measure of calm that surprised even her. “I have faith in your ability, Joceline. If it doesn’t work out, you’ll be able to get me out of there before they take my head.”

The seeker remained silent behind her for a time, exchanging glances with Ylvesnia as Aurora stared out the window. She felt strangely detached from the moment, as though someone else was taking control of it and leading her through it. “Will Samuel know?”

“I will inform him at my earliest opportunity,” Ylvesnia answered. “We do not yet know the outcome between him and your king, but his father assured us it would be in our favor.”

Aurora nodded as she turned to face Lumis. “Alright, we should get going before they send someone else to check in on you.”

The seeker produced a set of shackles to put Aurora in, which the blonde accepted without complaint. Even without being tightened, they were cold and uncomfortable. Her rosary was taken from her as well. It was well documented that it functioned as her implement of choice when it came to spellcasting. Though she wasn’t completely disarmed of magic, it put her at enough of a disadvantage until they got to the church, where she would be placed in a cell where she wouldn’t be able to work it at all.

“Don’t let him come after me,” Aurora instructed Ylvesnia, looking back over her shoulder. “Once he finds out what’s happening, he will want to come after me immediately. Don’t let him.”

Ylvesnia nodded silently, understanding that what she was saying was true. The elf had spent a great deal of time mentoring the both of them and had even been the one to identify just how deep and rare the link between them was. She knew what was at stake and that Samuel would not simply accept the facts as they were. He would seek to grab the reins for himself.

“Thank you,” Aurora muttered before the seeker escorted her out. They took a side exit in case news of her being escorted out of court had reached anyone already. Lumis flagged down a motorcar waiting for them and put her in the back before climbing in the front with the driver. Aurora noted no means of opening the rear doors from the inside.

The car circled around the front of the building and drove past a small crowd of reporters waiting patiently for Samuel to appear, oblivious to Aurora’s presence in the car driving past. Feeling like she was slipping past so many eyes actively on the lookout bolstered her confidence slightly.

To Aurora’s surprise, the church she was brought to was the cathedral across the street from Vulkswain’s. It was painful looking out the window toward a building that represented home for her, only to be escorted to what would be her prison for a time. The cathedral had been where she was cloistered when she and Samuel had set out on the road together in what felt like a lifetime ago. Though Seeker Lumis escorted her directly up the front stairs, hardly anyone was around to see it—those who did averted their gazes, knowing better than to pry into the business of a seeker.

Inside, a pair of Praetian guards stopped the seeker to review her warrant and other documents. Seeing everything was in order, they granted her access to a side corridor to bring the prisoner to a cell. There, she would have to wait until a conduit, a summoner ordained by the church itself, could meet with her. Aurora noted silently that the holding area was little more than a dungeon as she was escorted through several checkpoints behind multiple layers of iron bars. The brief shot of confidence she experienced passing by the crowd had vanished entirely by the time she was placed in her cell.

Smaller than any room she had stayed in before, the interior was sparse. She was afforded an old wooden bench to kneel at for prayer, a worn copy of the holy text, and a hole in the floor to relieve herself. The bed she was given was little more than a foul-smelling, ratty mat on a raised stone platform. Lumis looked at her apologetically as she removed the shackles from her wrists.

“Remember that any magic you should attempt to use here will be suppressed,” the seeker warned. “And the guards will be immediately aware of the attempt.”

Aurora nodded, acknowledging the warning in silence. Her heart was racing, but she felt the strange sensation of detachment begin to settle in for her again. She didn’t know how to describe it other than an overall numbness of body and soul. Mentally, she was aware of what was happening, but an unknown distance between her mind and the rest of her kept her from caring about it, much less allowing her to do anything about it. She briefly wondered if it was a side effect of whatever magic kept her from performing her own spells before the thought slipped away.

The door closed behind the seeker as she stepped out of the cell, leaving Aurora alone in the cramped, cold space with only the faint light from the hall filtering in through the narrow slot in the door to offer her a means of seeing by. She sat on the ratty mat and stared blankly at the bare stone wall across from her, unable to think about what to do next. Her ability to investigate anything with the church was gone now, and she simply had to have faith that Lumis could act quickly in her stead. Her thoughts turned to Samuel, dispelling some of the numbness in her, only to replace it with an overwhelming sorrow. She missed him already and worried that he would suffer a similar fate or worse. She reminded herself that the duke was confident that wouldn’t be the case, but that offered her little comfort in her hole in the dark.


Chapter 9
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“Your Majesty, the prosecution’s case rests on the fact that my client is a summoner who brought an entity in from the Outer Spheres to enact a massacre,” Kressler objected. Samuel had only been half-listening when the crown prosecutor had been speaking before but felt his awareness come back into focus when Kressler spoke.

The king nodded, his brows furrowing curiously. “What are you implying, counselor? Is he not a summoner?”

“This is ridiculous,” Parsells scoffed. “Of course, he’s a summoner. Graduated Vulkswain’s near top of his class.”

“I must have the wrong documents here, then,” Kressler said, opening one of his folders and leafing through some papers. “According to my information, a summoner is not fully licensed until after their proving and revelation of their summoning tradition.”

“Of which the young Earl has done,” Parsells countered impatiently. “Indeed, his skills, though put to nefarious ends, are remarkable in that he passed his proving on the first attempt.”

Kressler frowned, flipping back and forth between a few papers as Samuel sat up straighter in his seat. “Strange, I don’t see a tradition marked down. Nor a record of his familiar or any information that would be registered with the Mysterium and the state…”

The King’s brows shot up now as he extended a hand to Kressler, a silent demand to produce the records that he had. Kressler stepped out from behind the table and approached with the documents, handing them over without a word. The King squinted at the pages in a way that told Samuel that he likely used reading glasses in private. After a long silence, as the king read slowly over the pages, he turned his gaze toward Parsells. “Care to explain this?”

“Identification of the defendant’s tradition proved…difficult for the faculty of Vulkswain’s,” Parsells explained carefully. “He was referred to High Summoner Elantrica of the Mysterium at Runerock Hall for this.”

“The High Summoner he’s accused of murdering,” King Radomir clarified. “Among others.”

“Just so,” the crown prosecutor confirmed. The King looked back down at the pages one last time before handing the documents back to Kressler and motioning for him to step back.

“Counselor Kressler, is your assertion that your client is incapable of performing a summoning?” The king wondered.

Kressler set the documents back down on the table and spread his hands. “In People v. Hogan, it was established that a summoner’s specific tradition is crucial in establishing the magic, specifically the outsider, as the murder weapon. It would be the same as accusing a man of shooting someone without producing the gun, a witness who saw him with the gun, or any indication that he had access to one.”

Again, Parsells scoffed, losing patience with Kressler. Samuel raised a brow, wondering where the counselor was going with this strategy. It wouldn’t hold up to even the minimal amount of scrutiny.

“Then he shall be compelled to demonstrate his ability to summon,” Parsells said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Otherwise, I will call the faculty present at his proving to provide testimony, your choice.”

Radomir’s stern gaze shifted toward Samuel with a silent question in them. Would he demonstrate his abilities to the court? Kressler looked over at him, indicating that the choice was his. Samuel had no interest in dragging any of the professors who had shown him such support through this process. Pushing his chair back, Samuel stood, signaling his willingness to demonstrate.

“Have you ever performed a summoning in such a setting?” The king asked.

“No, Your Majesty,” Samuel answered, adjusting his vest as he stepped around the table. He motioned to an engraved circle on the floor in the center of the room. “But it’s my understanding that magic, of any kind, presented in court is to be contained to this circle here.”

“Indeed,” the king acknowledged, motioning with one hand to the circle as he sank back into his chair. “Proceed.”

Samuel approached the circle, noting that it had been created from metal and set into the stone. It was an effective way of catering to multiple different forms of magic while keeping it contained. It was rudimentary, but the sturdy material provided a foundation for additional nodes to be added in chalk along the exterior if necessary.

“Do you require any additional materials?” Radomir inquired, not stirring from his relaxed posture.

Samuel shook his head. There had once been a time when he would have asked for prep time, but his power had grown to a point where he no longer required a sophisticated array to summon. They were good for fights where having extra power and tricks up his sleeve were needed, but not now. With a motion of his hand and a brief word of magic under his breath, Samuel brought his familiar into existence within the circle.

Snowball, as she had come to be known, was not what anyone in the room was expecting. Not only was she a succubus in appearance, but she had several traits of a rabbit. She was hardly clothed, with nothing but a loose top and a loincloth to maintain her modesty. Her long white ears and button nose twitched as her head whipped around to take in her surroundings. They were even more intimidating for her than they had been for Samuel.

“There,” Parsells grunted, gesturing toward the scantily clad female. “We’ve established that he can perform—”

“Master?” Snowball asked, turning to look at Samuel. “What is place?”

The remainder of Parsells’ statement fizzled out as he quirked his head to the side. The king sat up quickly, staring at Snowball in utter disbelief. “It speaks?”

Pouting, Snowball’s head turned to look back at the king. “She speaks.”

The king’s brows went up as everyone in the room held their breath at the tone the creature had taken with the monarch. After a painfully long moment of tension, the king let out an amused laugh. “Of course, forgive me. You are correct.”

Snowball’s pout turned into a smile as she bounced on the balls of her feet. “It’s okay. What is place?”

“This is a court,” the king explained, marveling at the nature of the conversation he was having. Most summons didn’t speak, and those who did spoke in brief, choppy phrases or single words. Language wasn’t beyond the abilities of Outsiders. They communicated with one another just fine, and the links forged between summoners and their familiars had often shown them capable of complex thoughts and ideas. Why so few could form words to communicate such ideas was still a poorly understood phenomenon.

“What is court?” Snowball asked, her own means of communication having vastly improved since the first time Samuel had summoned her.

The king turned a hand over as he tried to think of the means to explain the idea. “A place where those who have done wrong are presented an opportunity to defend themselves. We determine if someone accused is innocent or guilty.”

Snowball looked surprised and confused as she glanced between the individuals in the room, her red eyes lingering on Samuel longer than the others. “Master? Master is not a bad man. He is kind and good. He’s a hero.”

“This is incredible,” the king said, thoroughly impressed.

“Indeed,” Parsells agreed with the look of a man just realizing he had been backed into a corner. “However, immaterial to the issue at hand. We’ve established the defendant’s capability and should move along.”

The king held up a hand, motioning for Parsells to be silent for a minute. “What manner of summon is this?”

“A succubus, your majesty,” Kressler answered, eager to take the reins back from Samuel now that he had done his part.

“But the ears and tail,” the king motioned to Snowball as he rose from his chair, approaching the succubus curiously. “They’re not typical for succubi, from what I’ve read.”

“No, your majesty,” Kressler confirmed. “The late High Summoner identified my client as a Lust Reaper. All outsiders he summons manifest as a variety of succubus based on whatever beast he attempted to summon.”

The king stopped short of the ring in the floor by a mere inch, unconcerned with what dangers a creature like Snowball may or may not present. He looked at the succubus thoughtfully before continuing. “Were you the one your master summoned on the night of the massacre at Runerock?”

Snowball shook her head, still not fully understanding the weight of the situation or even the importance of the man speaking to her. “Nope. Was Hecate.”

“Hecate?” Radomir repeated, glancing over at Kressler before letting his gaze settle on Samuel. “I should like to hear from this Hecate.”

“Objection, Your Majesty,” Parsells exclaimed irritably, realizing how disrespectful his tone had been only after hearing himself aloud. He took a moment to adjust it before continuing. “Outsiders are not qualified to provide witness testimony in court.”

“It would not be testimony, per se,” Kressler said, jumping in before the king could respond. “As we’ve established, the summoned creature, in this case, would essentially be the murder weapon. Examination of such would be crucial.”

“Murder weapons do not provide accounts of events as they transpired,” the prosecutor argued, his voice growing tighter. Samuel didn’t know what was happening, but he sensed that the man had realized he had lost a couple of steps ago and was fighting a losing battle.

Kressler smirked. “And yet, divinations, scrying, and other forms of magical communication and surveillance have long been recognized as admissible in court. If we’re not to recognize outsiders as people providing testimony, then we should regard them as individual spells with a wide array of capabilities… including observation.”

“It’s not the same thing!” Parsells growled.

Kressler had him. Samuel could feel it in the way the counselor carried himself and the way he spoke. The whole strategy had been to get Hecate in front of the king to give her account of what happened.

“Would the prosecution object if we were presenting a divination or remote viewing by the Justicars or the Mysterium?” Kressler wondered. It was a question vaguely directed at the king even though the man was still looking at Parsells. No such spell would have been possible, Samuel knew, due to the heavy wards and safety precautions in place at Runerock Hall. Most Mysterium guildhalls of that size had them.

“Enough,” the king said, raising a hand. “We’ll hear what this Hecate has seen.”

Samuel stepped forward once permitted to do so and dismissed Snowball, replacing her with the hellhound succubus of Hecate. The difference between the two was like night and day. Where Snowball was white, fluffy, and a little bubbly at times, Hecate had jet-black skin and fur with glowing orange eyes. Her presence in the room was more commanding than Snowball’s, more intimidating. The two were of similar height, but most of the familiar’s height was in her legs, while Hecate’s was more well-distributed. But it was the lack of clothing that caught everyone’s attention, though her nipples and quim were concealed by convenient flames that made for a sort of infernal bra and panty set.

“Bout time,” Hecate laughed, running a hand arrogantly through her hair. “I hate waiting.”

Everyone but Samuel and the King seemed startled by the appearance of the nude succubus in the room, with her attitude adding to her complete disregard for decorum. The king did not try to conceal his wandering gaze, but it gleamed with a curiosity that spoke to motivations beyond the lustful. “You are Hecate?”

“That’s me!” Hecate said with a wide, toothy grin. “And you’re the king!”

“You know me?” The king asked, his brows knitting in confusion.

“No, I just know of you,” Hecate explained, twirling her finger around to indicate the room. “I’ve been listening to this whole thing.”

“You speak much more coherently than Snowball,” the king observed. “You seem more informed.”

“Because I’m the best,” Hecate crowed, puffing her chest out proudly. Her gaze wandered briefly to Samuel. The succubus was probably hungry but had too much pride to admit it in front of so many people. He made a mental note to give her a good extended feeding when he could.

“Er, uh,” Kressler grumbled, struggling to regain his composure in the presence of such a desirable creature. His face was a shade redder than it had been before, but the man proceeded by averting his gaze when he spoke. “Hecate, were you present the night of the massacre at Runerock Hall?”

“Hell yeah,” Hecate confirmed, a look of wistfulness in her eyes. “It was a glorious battle.”

Parsells seized on this, jumping in. “So you admit to it?”

“Yeah,” Hecate scoffed. “Master and I kicked ass.”

Kressler held a hand up to slow things down and get Hecate’s attention as the king continued to examine her quietly. “Would you mind clarifying that statement? Who’s um… Ass, did you kick, and for what reason?”

“Soldier guys,” Hecate said with a shrug. “They came with the Justicars and attacked everyone. They had weapons. By the time I got involved, it was already going badly.”

“You said earlier that you were listening in,” Kressler pressed. “That you knew of the king and what we were doing here. Is that something you do often?”

“All the time,” Hecate replied, her eyes gleaming as she looked at Samuel. “All the time.”

Samuel bowed his head, covering his face with his palm. Theoretically, he knew she was capable of it as she tended to pop up uninvited with minimal justification, but something about how she said it made it feel all the more embarrassing. His own personal stalker watching and listening to everything and everyone he did.

“Were you doing so the night of the massacre?” Parsells asked curiously, finally starting to compose himself despite the sexuality radiating from the succubus.

Hecate’s eyes glowed as she looked over at him. “Yeah. But you’re not going to like it.”

Parsells’ mouth bent into a sour scowl. “Excuse me?”

Hecate motioned to Samuel. “Master was defending himself. Those Justicars attacked first with their little wands. The High Summoner protected him as best she could.”

“Protected him?” The king asked as he looked up, glancing between the prosecutor and the succubus. “High Summoner Elantrica?”

“Yes,” Hecate confirmed. “They came to take Master, and he didn’t want to go. She said it wasn’t allowed, but they didn’t care.”

Kressler quickly pulled a few documents from another folder, holding them over his head. “Let the record show that there is no documentation of any official transfer request for my client, nor could there have been until the process of his permanent licensing was completed.”

The king took half a step closer to Hecate. “Just so we’re clear. You’re saying the Justicars arrived to take custody of Summoner Eamon before everything was official and attempted to do so by force?”

“Yeah,” Hecate answered, uncharacteristically quiet. When the king had spoken, he had done so in an unexpectedly intimidating way. It was a tone that demanded absolute honesty and compliance. His standing taller than most while still in peak physical condition likely contributed to it. The king looked over at the crown prosecutor, who wasn’t sure how to pivot.

“So,” the king grumbled, stepping around Hecate to return to his chair. “Who was it that was responsible for the High Summoner’s death?”

“The other guys. I was summoned to defend my master, which I did,” Hecate explained. “But he was afraid. I sensed it. Angry but afraid.”

“Why was that?” Kressler pressed.

“Ilmora had the answers he wanted,” Hecate said. “She was going to train him, make him an apprentice, and teach him to be a Lust Reaper.”

The king rested his chin on his fist with his arm propped up on the arm of the chair. His expression was one of concern. Further inquiry went beyond the scope of the current trial, Samuel supposed, but the implications being given were enough to disturb him.

“I think I’ve heard enough for today,” the king announced. “Court is in recess until tomorrow morning, which should give both sides more time to prepare.”

Samuel’s eyes bulged but he didn’t budge. There was still so much he wanted the king to hear—about what had happened, and who was really at fault. It might technically be beyond the scope of this trial, but he yearned to shared everything that had happened with Delsran, to expose him as the true menace that he was in front of everyone.

Kressler placed a hand on his shoulder, his eyes stern, his brow wrinkled with a warning. His message was clear. Wait. Not now. Looking around, it seemed as though today’s court proceedings were truly over and done with already. All he could do was go along with it anyway.

Nobody moved until commanded to stand, then remained frozen until the king exited the chamber. Parsells glowered at Kressler as the counselor began to sort his documents and place them back into his briefcase. “Amusing stunt, Mr. Kressler.”

“Really?” Kressler asked, looking over at Parsells with unusual sincerity. “I would think the revelation that rogue agents within the Justicar’s office attempting to abduct a freshly minted summoner and murdering a high summoner would be more disturbing than amusing. And I assure you, that’s just the beginning of the treachery that will be revealed in this case.”

Parsells’ steely gaze softened, becoming introspective, but he said nothing. He glanced at his assistant to see if she was ready to go, and the two took their leave.

“Holy shit,” Samuel said once they were alone in the courtroom. “Did you plan for it to go this way, or did you just make it up as you went along?”

“Little of both,” Kressler said, snapping his briefcase shut and stepping away from the table. “It’s an art form that way.”

Dismissing Hecate, Samuel followed Kressler to the courtroom doors, stepping out into the central atrium. “So everything’s going to be alright now?”

“Well, the king still wants to hear what the crown prosecutor has to say, but he’ll have nothing substantive,” Kressler stated, navigating through the crowd of people going about their business that had formed while court was in session. “Like I said, there are no documents showing that they were officially looking to transfer you. I can’t prove that the men who came for you were working for Delsran, but I can prove they weren’t there on any official business.”

Samuel pushed forward to move up alongside Kressler. “What about Aurora?”

“Her charges are a little different, and the church doesn’t require as much evidence to convict one of their own,” Kressler grumbled irritably. “Divine mandate and all that. So, a totally different strategy will be needed. You being absolved and bearing the king’s personal seal of approval will go a long way. The church would be forced to second guess the king’s ruling to push their case forward. I’m not saying they wouldn’t do it, but it’s another feather in our cap. Assuming it comes to that.”

“What do you mean?” Samuel asked anxiously. “Why wouldn’t it come to that?”

Kressler held a finger up to his lips as he pushed through the crowd. Samuel realized he wasn’t heading for an exit but for one of the conference rooms. As they stepped inside, he immediately noticed his mentor Ylvesnia’s presence. She sat back in one of the chairs at the head of the long table, waiting patiently.

“Ylvesnia!” Samuel beamed. “You’re back!”

The redheaded elf got to her feet with her hands clasped behind her back. “Indeed, I’ve returned with a great deal of information to share. I apologize for the situation with Aurora, but there were few options given the position we find ourselves in.”

“W-what?” Samuel felt like he would get emotional whiplash with how quickly things seemed to pivot. “What do you mean?”

“You haven’t told him yet?” Ylvesnia asked Kressler, arching a single brow. “You were supposed to tell him.”

“Too crowded,” Kressler answered, jerking a thumb toward the door as he set the briefcase on the table.

“What happened?” Samuel pressed, approaching Ylvesnia as his patience wore thinner. “What’s going on?”

“Aurora has been taken to the church for holding until they are to try her,” Ylvesnia explained hesitantly.

“I know. They took her right out of the courtroom,” Samuel said, remembering the look on the seeker’s face when she’d dragged her away. That was when it clicked, and Samuel spun to face Kressler, pointing an accusatory finger at him. “Was that part of your plan, too?”

The man sank into a chair on the opposite side of the table, answering Samuel with a subtle nod. “Yeah.”

“You got me the case in front of the king to get his seal so it could be used to clear her?” Samuel recounted, trying to line everything up neatly.

“Mmm,” the counselor grunted, shaking his head. “No, not really. I mean, under normal circumstances, yes. But we’re pretty sure that separating you two is going to be irresistible bait for anyone who might want to silence you.”

Samuel stared at Kressler in utter disbelief, his gaze shifting toward Ylvesnia to see her calm and even expression. They were both part of the plan. The seeker had known, too, no doubt. It was a relief to know she hadn’t turned on them, but it was of little comfort knowing that they’d been left out of the loop. “Why the secrecy?”

“In case you were subjected to a truth spell,” Kressler answered, rubbing his chin. “You can’t be compelled to divulge what you don’t know.”

Though it logically made sense, Samuel couldn’t accept it. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Is Aurora in danger?”

“You both are,” Samuel’s father said as he entered the room. “We don’t know which of you they will try to strike at. So we must assume an equal level of danger for you both.”

Samuel looked up at his father, mouth agape. “You’re in on this too!?”

“My boy,” the duke chuckled with a coy look in his eye, “I’m the mastermind behind it.”


Chapter 10
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Aurora woke with a start, jerking awake as if physically wrenched from her dreamless sleep. A strange feeling of dread lingered at the edges of her mind, the source of which she couldn’t quite put a finger on. The more she tried to focus on it, the more it slipped away. As the feeling passed into the realm of dreams already long forgotten, the reality of her situation crept in once again. It started with the cold that had seeped its way down to her very bones. It reminded her of when she and Samuel had slept on the road to Eldruna.

The absence of Samuel was the second thing she took notice of in the darkness of her cell. A thin glow of light from the small, open slat in the door was the only thing that prevented the darkness surrounding her from engulfing her entirely. She didn’t remember falling asleep, but she did remember deciding at one point that she would rather sleep propped up against the wall than on the ratty mat that was supposed to serve as her bed. Her neck was sore, a sensation that was dull at first but much sharper when she attempted to move it. How long had she been down in this cell, she wondered. How long had she been asleep?

“Only a few hours,” a woman’s voice answered from somewhere in the dark, causing Aurora to freeze in place suddenly. A strange cold feeling ran down the back of her neck as every sense available to her was instantly refined to a razor’s edge.

“H-hello?” Aurora croaked, pushing back against the wall as her eyes searched frantically in the dark. “Who’s there?”

“Just me,” the voice replied calmly as a figure stepped into the thin sliver of light dividing the room in half. Curly strawberry blonde locks framed the pale white face of the young woman whose green eyes settled upon Aurora.

“N-Nadine?” Aurora gasped. It looked like her friend the way she had last seen her, but her complexion was much more pallid. She looked like a corpse. “You’re dead.”

“Yeah,” Nadine nodded. “Sure am.”

Aurora stared wide-eyed at the woman for a long moment of silence before frantically rubbing her eyes and pinching herself on the arm.

“The hell are you doing?” Nadine asked indignantly.

Aurora glanced at Nadine before returning to her pinching. “Trying to wake the fuck up. I thought I had, but obviously, if you’re here, I’m still asleep.”

“Cut it out,” Nadine snapped, leaning forward and slapping Aurora’s hand away from her arm.

Aurora stared at the hand Nadine had slapped aside, a strange tingling sensation running through it that didn’t match what she would expect from such a strike. “Did you just hit me?”

“And I’ll do it again if you don’t stop,” Nadine replied curtly. “Of all the people to put on the locket!”

“Locket?” Aurora repeated before looking down as she felt for the chain around her neck. When had she put it on? She couldn’t remember, but she remembered feeling like she didn’t want the guards to find it on her. She’d felt a strange compulsion to hide it by putting it on and stuffing it down her blouse. “What about the locket?”

Nadine motioned vaguely toward it. “I’m bound to it. Normally, it takes longer for someone to see whoever is bound to it, but I guess because you knew me in life, it didn’t take as long for your mind to make the connection.”

“Excuse me?” Aurora exclaimed. “Bound!?”

“Or maybe….” Nadine mused quietly. “Perhaps Praetia has a sense of humor?”

“Nadine,” Aurora said more firmly, pulling herself off the wall to scoot closer to the strange apparition. “Nadine, focus.”

Brushing some of the curly locks away from her face, Nadine sighed and nodded. “Sorry, this is new for me too. I didn’t think it would be you that I would be passed to. I thought it would be the young girl fiddling with the locket all this time.”

“You need to explain this right now,” Aurora pressed irritably.

Nadine held both hands up to signal surrender. “Alright, alright. Calm down. Why don’t you get off the floor before catching a cold?”

Almost reflexively, Aurora found herself standing, pausing in realization only when she was halfway to the mat. “Did you just make me get up?”

“What?” Nadine frowned, glancing at the spot Aurora had been sitting in, then back to her. “No! You’re just too tired to be contrary.”

“I’m sorry, you wanna say that again?” Aurora growled threateningly. “I’m not in the mood for this right now.”

“Oh,” Nadine acknowledged with a sheepish grin. “What you gonna do? Hit me?”

They remained silent for a moment longer before breaking it with a bit of snickering. The situation was so absurd that Aurora couldn’t help but find it a little amusing. Despite being a variety of pallid poltergeist, Nadine had not lost her sense of humor, which was a relief, if only a slight one.

“No, but really,” Aurora insisted with a wave of her hand. “Explain.”

“It’s the locket,” Nadine said simply at first, elaborating only when Aurora started to look impatient again. “Whoever wears the locket becomes bound to it after death. I was the last one to wear it, so here I am. It was an ancient elven way of handing down information, extending the presence of a mentor beyond their usual lifespan to offer guidance to younger generations.”

Aurora frowned. “Wait, so what if multiple people wear it?”

“What?” Nadine responded. “Like at the same time?”

“No,” the blonde said, shaking her head. “Let’s say you wore it, then someone else wore it after you, and then someone else after them? Are you all bound to the locket?”

“….I feel like you’re focusing on the wrong thing right now,” Nadine replied with a note of amusement. “You’re having a conversation with your dead friend.”

“Yeah, we’re kinda past that now, though,” Aurora said, pursing her lips. “I’d like to know how the locket works so I don’t get stuck in a piece of jewelry after they execute me down here.”

Nadine sighed, running both hands through her hair. “You’re not going to get stuck in the locket, alright? Just listen to what—”

The glow from the slat grew brighter as someone approached, illuminating Nadine a little more to offer a glance at the remnants of the fatal wounds she had suffered in life. When the door came open, letting the light in from the hall, the woman was gone. Two guards stepped in with hands resting on their weapons. A third individual, a priest, stepped in after them with shackles. “I’m here to escort you.”

Blinking several times at the pain the light brought her, Aurora did her best to signal her acknowledgement with a nod, and her hands held out in front of her. The last thing she wanted was for anyone to think she was dangerous enough to beat half to death on the floor of her cell. “Where are you escorting me?”

“Silence,” the guard nearest to her warned. “Not another word.”

Of course, they would need her to be silent. There was no way of knowing if she would attempt to use words of magic upon them. The fact she got a warning at all was probably by the grace of Praetia alone. As the shackles clapped down cold around her wrists, she briefly remembered Nadine speaking of Praetia’s sense of humor.

Aurora was led from her cell further down the long stone corridor. Glancing at the stonework and how the passages were laid out, Aurora concluded that they had once been catacombs converted into a dungeon. For some, the thought would have been unsettling, but for Aurora, it was oddly comforting. She knew nothing about dungeons and their layouts, but she knew catacombs well. The hint of familiarity was enough to take some of the edge off her fear.

“Praetia’s mercy,” Nadine muttered from one of the alcoves as Aurora was escorted past her. “What a macabre thought.”

Aurora’s head whipped around to look back at the sole occupant of the alcove, only to see that it was now vacant. The guard gave her a sharp shove of her shoulder to keep her moving at a brisk pace. Aurora’s brows furrowed, nearly falling forward from the force of the shove. “Wait, didn’t you see—?”

“Quiet!” The other guard demanded, gripping the mace hanging from his belt tightly. “You won’t get another warning.”

“Peace,” the priest leading them urged. “She is not to be harmed. Those are the orders.”

Aurora’s frown deepened even further, realizing she was being brought to whoever had issued the aforementioned order. As they reached the door at the end of the corridor, the priest produced a set of keys to unlock it and let them through. He did not follow.

“Ah, Sister Brandt,” a cool, familiar voice said as she entered the chamber. A quick glance around her told her that the room was used for more advanced interrogation techniques. There was no way of knowing when such archaic devices of pain had last been put to use, but the lack of dust on any of them was sobering. On the other side of the room, a man rose from one of the devices he had been using as a bench.

“Bishop Lyall,” Aurora rasped, her mouth suddenly going dry. “What are you doing here?”

“You sound dreadful,” Lyall remarked, ignoring her question as he approached one of the tables. There, he poured a glass of water from a pitcher before returning to her. “We can probably take the shackles off.”

Before either of the guards could produce a key, Lyall flicked a finger in Aurora’s direction, causing the shackles to fall free of her wrists with a clatter upon the stone floor. With a subtle motion of his head, he bid the guards to leave. Without question, both men obeyed, stepping out of the room to leave them alone. Lyall held the glass of water out to her, which she took reflexively.

“Drink,” he said with a wave before returning to the table. “Even brief periods in captivity can be taxing on the body.”

Aurora saw Nadine emerge from behind a large piece of torture equipment, looking much more ghastly in the chamber’s light. It looked like she had once been torn to pieces.

“I don’t like him,” she remarked, staring hard at Lyall. “He’s a sketchy fucker.”

“How insightful,” Aurora grumbled, tempted to drink the water but unsure of what might have been done to it.

“Excuse me?” Lyall said, turning to look at her with a glare of disapproval.

Aurora took a drink of water quickly and cleared her throat. “Sorry, I said ‘how insightful.’”

Saying the words in a slightly different way changed the meaning entirely, allowing for a delivery that sounded more like deference than dismissal.

“You don’t have to speak to me out loud,” Nadine chided. “You just have to think it, and I’ll hear you just fine.”

Aurora quickly glared at the apparition before allowing her attention to return to Lyall. The bishop glanced briefly in the direction that Aurora had been looking. Seeing nothing there, his gaze shifted back to her with slightly furrowed brows.

“What are you doing here?” Aurora asked, trying to push past needing to explain her odd behavior. “It’s not typical for a bishop to travel to another bishopric like this.”

“No,” Lyall admitted with a shrug. “But this isn’t a typical situation, is it?”

Aurora shook her head, averting her gaze from the bishop and Nadine alike. “No, I suppose it isn’t.”

“You disobeyed me,” Lyall pressed, an edge of aggression creeping into his voice. She could feel his steely gaze upon her. “You were to dispose of Summoner Eamon, not go to bed with him!”

“Oh, shit,” Nadine chuckled. “Does Sammy know that?”

Aurora bristled at Nadine calling him Sammy. “He knows,” she growled slightly.

“Was that before or after he seduced you?” Lyall asked, once more responding to her as if she had spoken to him and not the unseen remnant of Aurora’s school friend. “He knew you had been ordered to kill him?”

“Er,” Aurora felt lost, torn between two conversations. “Yes, I believe so.”

“That seems unlikely,” Lyall said with a dismissive wave. Then, after a second of thought, he continued. “Unless… unless he has someone on the inside?”

Aurora’s jaw clenched at the possibility of giving Joceline away by accident. “I don’t know,” she lied.

Lyall raised his chin imperiously to look down his nose at her. He knew she was lying. Even if she had been a practiced hand at deception, he likely would have known. Nadine approached him from the side, looking at him closely as the bishop remained completely unaware of her.

“Tell him he has succubi on the inside,” Nadine said with a little smirk. “Play on his fears and insecurities.”

“Succubi,” Aurora repeated with a croak. “He has many of them.”

A mixture of horror and disgust formed on the bishop’s face as he took a step back from her, considering the implications of succubi seducing clergy members to get vital information from them. Aurora stared in disbelief, surprised at how effective the suggestion had been.

“Pathetically easy, right?” Nadine scoffed as she stepped closer to Aurora. “They’re all like this now. Paranoid and grasping at the thinnest slivers of power their positions offer them. It makes them weak.”

Shooting Nadine a glance of concern, Aurora took another sip of the water to keep herself from speaking to her or the bishop. She’d managed to steer things away from the seeker and couldn’t risk saying anything that might undo that.

“He’s more cunning than I first anticipated,” the bishop grumbled. “Even now, he is beguiling the king with honeyed words. It’s only a matter of time before our hand will be forced. Just as Delsran said…”

“Delsran?” Aurora and Nadine blurted together, though the bishop could only hear one.

Lyall’s eyes narrowed on Aurora before offering her another of his subtle nods. “Indeed, we have been warned about the growing influence of the Lust Reaper. I was skeptical, but it seems as though his abilities were not overstated.”

“Aurora,” Nadine pleaded urgently. “Delsran is a dangerous—”

“I know,” Aurora said, cutting her off, once more appearing to be speaking to Lyall in the process.

The bishop’s face grew a little softer, regarding Aurora with unabashed pity. “Yes, I imagine you must. To be a prisoner of such power must be quite unsettling. Rest assured, you will be free of its influence soon enough.”

“What?” Aurora tilted her head to the side as she took a hesitant step forward. “What do you mean?”

“When the Lust Reaper is destroyed, so too will his influence over you be,” Lyall answered coolly. “I was worried that perhaps you were too far gone, lost to the lustful influences of Eamon. But I can see there is fight still in you. You may be able to return to the faith when this is all over.”

“When it’s all over?” Aurora’s grip on the glass grew tighter. “What are you going to do to him?”

“As I said,” Lyall answered. “He shall be destroyed. There are contingencies in place, but as an added cautionary measure, you must provide us with any information that may be of use in striking him down in the name of Praetia.”

“Praetia doesn’t want this,” Nadine snarled angrily. The room felt colder the angrier that she got. “Tell him, Aurora! She speaks, but he does not hear!”

“Praetia doesn’t want this,” Aurora repeated in a much calmer tone than Nadine, though it was still forced.

The bishop shook his head sadly. “No, I can’t imagine she would have wanted any of this. This is why we must act swiftly to right the course of things before all is lost.”

Aurora had never seen Nadine as angry as she was at that moment. It was surreal to see the bishop speaking so calmly when there was a woman he couldn’t see or hear raging at him and his skewed perspective on the goddess’s teachings. He did seem to notice that it had grown colder, however. Aurora saw how the man pulled his robes closer around himself to stay warm. Nadine’s presence, though mostly in her mind, did have some effect on the physical world that appeared to be tied to her emotions.

“I will ask you politely,” Lyall began, taking the glass slowly from Aurora to set it aside. “But I will only ask you once. Share with me everything about Summoner Eamon. Even the smallest detail could prove to be his undoing. Fail to do so, and we will be forced to resort to more severe methods of inquiry.”

“This is absurd,” Nadine spat. “Just magic his ass and get out of here.”

Aurora’s lips pressed into a thin line. As stupid of an idea as it would be to attack a bishop in the bowels of sacred ground with no real way of egress, the idea was tempting. She might never have another chance to let him know how she really felt about him. It would be a shame to pass it up. With Nadine having said it aloud, though, it seemed like a much dumber idea than it already was. Perhaps she could feed him false information that would assist Samuel?

“Forget it,” Nadine argued. “They’ll subject you to truth spells to verify, and you’ll be right back where you started.”

“I just need a little time,” Aurora answered aloud. Both individuals took different meanings from the statement, but both were to Aurora’s advantage.

The bishop nodded once, spreading his arms to either side. “Of course. You’ve been through quite the ordeal and have yet to get any substantive rest to recover your strength. I’ll have more suitable bedding sent to your cell to help the process along. But be warned, we do not have unlimited time to act. I will send for you in a few hours.”

Aurora nodded in agreement before the bishop called for the guards. Nadine watched curiously as she was re-shackled, sensing that the blonde was already working on a tangible plan. Aurora didn’t see her again until she was placed back in her cell, along with a few extra blankets and pillows, as promised. It wouldn’t be a comfortable experience, but it was still an improvement. A candle had even been provided for her, casting dim orange light from the far corner of the room where Nadine sat.

“So what’s the plan?” Nadine asked when the last of the guards’ footsteps faded away.

“Are you always going to look like that?” Aurora asked abruptly, averting her gaze from Nadine. Seeing her in such a state was distressing.

“Oh,” Nadine acknowledged, looking down at her wounds sheepishly. “Um. No, I don’t think so. As my strength grows, I can sort of control how I appear to you. I just haven’t had enough time to get adjusted.”

“Right, well,” Aurora motioned vaguely to the smattering of wounds. “You’ll need to sort it out before I send you out.”

“Send me out?” Nadine laughed a bit. “Feeling a little peckish? Am I going on a food run before we settle in for a study night?”

Aurora fluffed the pillows a few times before laying one of the blankets across the mat so she didn’t have to sit directly on it. “No, but if I can spare someone else the anguish of seeing you like that, I will.”

Nadine’s expression grew softer, her dead eyes looking slowly away from Aurora. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you, but I didn’t want you to be alone down here either.”

“I appreciate that,” Aurora responded. “Really, I do. I just need you to work on it. We’re against the clock now.”

“Alright,” Nadine agreed. “But no one can see me. Seems like my efforts would be better spent elsewhere right now, don’t you think?”

Aurora flopped down on the ratty nest she had made for herself, crossing her legs as she pressed her back to the wall. “Yes and no. You’ll have to trust me on this, but I think I know what to do.”

The apparition leaned back, draping one arm over her knee. “Care to enlighten me?”

“When you got emotional with the bishop, it became physically colder in the room,” Aurora explained, closing her eyes and focusing inward.

“I get a little touchy about that sort of thing,” Nadine explained. “But that was a bit much. I apologize.”

“No, it’s perfect,” Aurora smiled, peeking at Nadine with one eye. “It shows me that even though you’re in my head, there is enough of you here that affects the physical world. Some of the rules still apply to you, even if the majority of the living can’t see you.”

Nadine stared at her blankly before offering her a clueless shrug. “How does that help us?”

Aurora’s eyes closed once more as she turned her focus inward, reaching down to the fragile thread of her bond with Samuel. Even over such a great distance and behind such secure wards, the bond was still present, though a little tenuous. Delicately, she closed her will around the link and breathed a little life into it with her magic. She had to be careful to keep the amount small to go unnoticed by the wards of the dungeon. The thread hummed gently in response, and a smile crept across Aurora’s face.

“I’m going to send you to Sammy,” Aurora announced in a slightly devious tone. “So clean yourself up.”


Chapter 11
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The lights of the city looked very different to Samuel as he stood at the window, looking out into the night. He couldn’t decide if something had changed in the city or if it was just him seeing it from a new angle that cast everything in a different light. He supposed it might have been merely how late it was. Everything was still and silent, with only the sounds of Hecate and Snowball’s breathing on the bed behind him to mark the passage of time. Without them, the moment would have seemed frozen in time.

He hadn’t bothered to get dressed after feeding the succubi. Both had taken their fill of him, gorging themselves until they’d worn themselves out. He remembered when it would have done the same for him as well, but his power had grown considerably since then. The more his skills developed, the deeper his reserves of esera became, and the more he could satisfy the needs of multiple succubi. Instead of feeling exhausted, he was wide awake, unable to quiet his mind as he stared in the direction of the church. Concealed by a collection of trees, buildings, and the outer wall, Samuel couldn’t actually see the church, but he knew it was there. He knew she was there. He could feel her through the link they shared, though it was only a faint whisper of what it usually was.

Feeling a strange sensation like eyes upon him, Samuel turned and looked behind him into the dark room. His eyes strained to search the dark recesses of the guest room but found nothing. The only movement was the gentle rise and fall of Snowball and Hecate’s breathing under the blankets of the large bed nearby. Frowning to himself, Samuel stepped around the bed to check the door, finding it locked just the way he’d left it.

“Cute buns,” a voice said from the window, causing him to whirl around so quickly that he nearly fell over. Silhouetted against the light stood a woman whose features were obscured in the dark. Feeling a certain familiarity with the voice, Samuel scoured his memory to put a face to it.

“I don’t know how you got in here,” Samuel said, pointing two fingers toward the woman as magical energy for a spell began to build at the tips, illuminating a small section of the room around him. “But you’ve got two seconds to explain yourself before—”

The edge of the magical light touched upon the features of the woman’s face, revealing her identity. Shocked to see Nadine standing before him, Samuel’s spell flickered and died as his focus faltered. “Impossible.”

“More like improbable,” Nadine teased, referencing a discussion they’d once had during a long study session many years ago. “You know how I feel about the word impossible.”

His mouth opened and closed soundlessly like a fish out of water as he mentally reached for any explanation that would have made sense of the situation, but he found none. Whether that was due to there not being one in any of his research or his mind being stunned into dysfunction wasn’t immediately apparent to him.

“It’s the first one,” Nadine said with a little wave of her hand toward him. “As nice as it is to see that little fella’ again, you should probably put on some pants before we continue.”

Samuel’s face flushed red hot with embarrassment as he snatched a spare blanket off the end of the bed to wrap around his waist. “Little Fella’?”

“I’m teasing,” Nadine assured him with a flirty little wink. “Considering the nature of my visit, I thought it would be best to start on a playful note.”

Glancing at the bed where the succubi remained sound asleep, Samuel looked at Nadine, confused. Several questions queued up to be asked, but with so many of them trying to force their way through to his mouth, none managed to get through. Nadine’s eyes followed his glance, prompting her to step over and snap her fingers near Snowball’s ears. “They can’t hear me.”

“….Why?” Samuel asked, searching around the room for his clothes. “What are you?”

As she brushed a curly strawberry-blonde lock from her face, images of intimate firelight flickered in his mind’s eye. He remembered how the locks fell around her face back then, how she smiled and giggled as they pushed aside their studies on the floor in front of the fireplace.

“Sammy,” Nadine giggled with a hand covering her mouth. “That’s really not appropriate right now, but I’m flattered.”

Samuel’s face screwed up irritably as he snatched a pair of trousers from the floor to slip into hastily. “Are you reading my mind?”

“Is less like reading and more like overhearing a conversation from the next table over,” the woman explained. “It takes a lot of effort to tune it out, even more so when it’s a particularly strong thought or emotional memory. The more vivid, the more effort it takes.”

“Yeah, great,” Samuel grumbled as he pulled a shirt on, not bothering to button it up. “You still haven’t answered my question. What are you?”

“What do you think I am?” Nadine teased again, turning from side to side in a silent offer for him to examine her. “Aurora said you were supposed to be smart.”

Stepping closer as a flash of rage bubbled up inside him, Samuel considered brandishing another spell. This time, he wouldn’t lose focus, and it would be far more destructive than the one he’d planned before. “What have you done to her?”

Snowball stirred slightly but didn’t awaken. Nadine stared back at him wide-eyed. It was her turn to be stunned as she felt the surge of anger and concern for Aurora within Samuel. Slowly, she held her hands up. “I haven’t done anything to her. She’s safe in the old catacombs at the church. I’m here on her behalf.”

“Her behalf?” Samuel repeated, his rage cooling slightly. “Explain.”

“Without getting into the specifics, I’m bound to a locket that Aurora is wearing,” Nadine began calmly, any trace of playfulness lost. “She sent me through the link that you two share.”

“Sent you?” Samuel scoffed with his brow furrowed, but even as the words left his mouth, his mind started working on the explanation. The couple had recently devised a means to send summons to one another, using the network of links between summoners, outsiders, and the unique link they share. If what Nadine said about the locket was true, another connection had been added to that increasingly complex network. Aurora had already figured out how to use it to her advantage.

“Alright, alright, alright!” Nadine pleaded, closing her eyes. “Slow down! How do you expect me to explain anything with you going on like that?”

“Like what?” Samuel asked, his attention shifting to examine her. He wanted to know the manner of magic that had created such a sophisticated construct to mimic Nadine so accurately. It had access to his mind, so perhaps it had drawn upon his and Aurora’s memories of the woman.

“That, like that,” Nadine said, jabbing a finger in his direction. “Are you always doing that in your head? I think I preferred you being emotional. At least then I could keep up.”

Samuel realized what she was talking about and attempted to clear his mind. All his questions needed to be set aside to not overwhelm her with how his mind processed information. It wasn’t easy, but visualizing the space as a desk that he cleared off with a sweep of his arm helped.

“Good, good,” Nadine sighed. “Thank you. I just need a moment to focus, and you can go back to whatever that mess in your head is.”

Samuel smirked, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s not a mess, it’s—.”

“—organized chaos,” Nadine finished. It was a common rebuttal he’d had during their school days. “I remember. I’m not some magical figment or construct feeding on your memories, either. I’m me. The real me: Nadine.”

“Nadine died,” Samuel grunted matter-of-factly. “A long way from here in battle. You can’t be her.”

“Fucking hell, Samuel,” Nadine snarled as her body relaxed, as if letting out a breath she had been holding the entire time they’d been speaking. Between blinks, the serene and playful image of Nadine became that of a mangled shell of her former self. Her eyes, faded and milky, had lost all semblance of the spark she’d had in life. “Is this what you would prefer? Aurora said I should compose myself, but if you’re going to be an obtuse ass about it, maybe this would be better.”

Covering his mouth with one hand and taking a step back, tears welled up just behind Samuel’s eyes. He lacked the words to express the crushing weight of despair and sorrow that overtook him, much less the shame that accompanied it. It was really her. He didn’t know how seeing her in such a state had clarified it, but it had.

“N-Nadine,” he choked. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—.”

“It’s alright,” Nadine sighed dejectedly. “I know. I thought it might happen, but I was hoping it wouldn’t, you know?”

“You did?” Samuel asked, approaching her slowly with a desire to comfort her. He extended his hand to her, but she didn’t take it. Instead, she wrapped her arms around herself, closing herself off from him.

“Presenting as something other than how I really am,” Nadine whispered. “Your mind picked up on the subterfuge without you realizing. Most people’s minds wouldn’t, but yours did.”

Lowering his hand, Samuel nodded. “Which caused me to distrust you without knowing why.”

“Yeah,” Nadine murmured. “But Aurora didn’t want me to suddenly pop up like this like I did with her. She wanted to spare you the visual.”

“I’m sorry,” Samuel repeated, extending his hand again to place on her shoulder. It didn’t surprise him when his hand failed to make contact and passed through her unsettlingly. He had hoped for a different result for her sake.

Nadine’s lips, pale and cracked as they were, curled into a little smile. “I know, and I appreciate the gesture.”

“How did this happen to you?” Samuel asked hesitantly, unsure if the question would be too sensitive a subject. True to how she had been in life, though, Nadine was more comfortable explaining obscure magical theory and lore than she was with addressing her feelings. The opportunity to do so allowed her to recover slowly, and throughout her explanation, she managed to conjure the unmarred visage she had presented to him initially. As unnerving as the explanation was, she seemed strangely at peace with it. He debated asking why, knowing that going into how she felt about things risked a regression in tone, but before he made up his mind, the conversation moved on to the topic of Aurora.

“They want her to inform on you,” Nadine remarked. “She’s stalling, but they’ll figure that out pretty fast. Then they’ll torture her.”

“Torture?” Samuel gasped with disgust. “Can they do that?”

Nadine shrugged. “I don’t know if they can, but they will anyway. I was there with her when Bishop Lyall brought her into the torture chamber. He wanted her to see what was in store for her if she didn’t comply, ‘threatening her without threatening her’ sort of thing.”

Samuel felt a surge of guilt as he glanced toward the bed with the succubi in it. Aurora was looking at the possibility of being tortured for information on him while he had been here with them.

“Don’t do that to yourself,” Nadine cautioned him. “She gave me the summary of your Lust Reaper thing and its demands on you. It was relevant considering the likelihood of me barging in on you.”

“I suppose,” Samuel muttered, the apparition’s forgiveness doing little to assuage his guilt. “Still feels fucked up.”

“Oh, it’s definitely still fucked up,” Nadine chuckled with amusement. “But your whole situation is unique, so it’s difficult to process. Even if I couldn’t feel how badly you feel about it, I know you well enough to know you’re not as insensitive as you seem to be punishing yourself for. More importantly, it’s a weight you don’t need right now when you need to be quick on your feet and clear-headed.”

“If you say so,” Samuel sighed, not entirely convinced.

“Seriously,” Nadine pressed, fixing his gaze with her own. “Let it go, and let’s work the problem, yeah?”

That much he could agree on. After taking a moment to bite back his emotions, he turned his mind to the situation at hand. “Alright. Let’s work the problem.”

“Are you being dragged to court again in the morning?” Nadine asked with a more serious, level tone.

Samuel nodded as he slowly paced by the window. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but the sky was just as dark as it had been when Nadine first appeared, meaning he still had a few hours. “Yes, but Kressler seems to believe we’re in a good position. Then there’s the fact that the whole thing is just a ploy. My father put together this scheme to draw out our enemies. He thinks if we appear weak, they’ll be unable to resist striking.”

“Well, considering Lyall has Aurora locked up behind layers of security in a dungeon beneath the church, I think it’s safe to say it won’t be her,” Nadine concluded. “So it’ll probably be you they strike at.”

Samuel’s pacing stopped as he turned to look at Nadine. “Seems to me that our enemies have made their move if they have her locked away.”

Joining him by the window, Nadine shook her head, her curls fluttering from side to side. “No. There are multiple players on the board. Lyall wants you dead because you’re a Lust Reaper, I gather. He’s delusional and misguided, but he genuinely believes he is acting in service to Praetia as if she would want such bloodshed.”

Samuel quirked a brow, detecting a hint of venomous hostility in her voice toward the subject, but chose not to pursue it. It was beside the point of the discussion. “Alright, so what does that mean for her?”

“In the end, he would prefer to redeem her than kill her,” Nadine surmised. “So he’s offered her a path to do so. It’s not something he would ever think to offer you, of course.”

“Of course,” Samuel grunted disgustedly. “The irredeemable Lust Reaper.”

Nadine nodded, quietly agreeing not just with his words but the disgust behind them. How she had come to be so disillusioned, he didn’t know, but it was a relief to be so open about it with her. “Lyall’s fervor seems to have been stoked by Delsran as well.”

Samuel turned to face her fully. “You know about Delsran?”

“Ohh, I know all about him,” Nadine sneered. “Even before Aurora gave me the details of your encounter. I knew he was up to something long ago, but I couldn’t prove anything until I had access to military files.”

“Military files?” Samuel pressed as a familiar feeling of dread crept into his chest. “What military files?”

“Well, he’s a hero, isn’t he?” Nadine said sarcastically. “Commendations and medals galore. But they keep an eye on their own more than you realize, especially when someone puts in for a position with the Justicars.”

“Are you telling me the military has evidence of what Delsran is doing?” Samuel asked, struggling to keep his voice restrained. “They know?”

Nadine looked away to stare into the night. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think someone did. But I don’t know how much and who. Half of why I was excited to be a State Summoner was the access to materials you can only get in the military. The Mysterium is an open book, by comparison.”

Samuel smiled despite the growing tension. “Always hungry for more lore, hmm?”

“Yeah,” Nadine chuckled with a shrug. “You know me, and I was so excited to show that I was onto something. I took my findings directly to General Gresham. He said he’d have it verified and more files pulled for me to review. Then there was the big call-up for Prylyn, and I had to postpone my research.”

Samuel’s blood ran cold. “You were sent to Prylyn after your report?”

“Yeah,” Nadine said quietly before waving it off. “I know how it sounds, but I can’t prove anything. I wish I had thought about it sooner, but things got so hectic quickly.”

Her eyes shifted back toward him, glassy with her efforts to hold back her tears. “This isn’t about me, though. It’s about you because you’ll be the target, and it’ll probably be another one of Delsran’s cat’s paws that strikes. The main concern for Aurora is time.”

“Not if we buy her more,” Samuel suggested. “Tell her to start giving up false information. The closer it is to the truth, the better. If she appears to be cooperating with Lyall and he wants to bring her back into the fold, it should give us enough time to figure out how to get her out.”

Nadine’s lips pursed as if she’d just eaten something sour. “But then what? The church isn’t going to just kick rocks while you run back home. They’ll be particularly pissed when they realize you played them.”

“I can only handle so much at once,” Samuel objected. “Let me handle the situation here first, with the king and whoever is gonna try and drive a blade into my back. Then I can deal with Lyall and the Praetians.”

Nadine’s posture shifted, growing less defensive. “If Delsran is as connected as we think, I worry that you’ll be bitten in the back by one head of the hydra while cutting off another. Not to mention what generally happens after the heads get chopped off.”

“Fair enough,” Samuel agreed. There was wisdom in what she was saying, but he didn’t have an alternative to work with, which was precisely why he needed more time. “I wish I had my father’s talent for this. He’s been able to balance all the moving pieces without me even realizing it.”

“Then tell him,” Nadine suggested. “Couldn’t hurt. If you trust him and he supports you, there’s no reason not to. If he can operate in the background while you take care of the task before you, let him.”

“I don’t want to put this on him,” Samuel scoffed. “I’m a grown man and should be handling my own problems, don’t you think?”

A smile spread across her face as she brushed some hair behind her ear. “Samuel, you know better than that. Just because you hit a certain age doesn’t mean he’s stopped being your father or you his son. It’s a parent’s job, and he can’t do that job if you’re keeping things from him.”

Samuel rolled his eyes and looked away. “You’re going to give me a cavity with this.”

“I mean it,” Nadine insisted sincerely. “And if you don’t want the mushy stuff, then think of it tactically. You’re an Earl who stands to inherit a great deal of responsibility. A lot of people are counting on you. Wouldn’t it be irresponsible not to use an asset available to you because of a personal hangup? Out of pride?”

Nadine was doing an excellent job of cutting through the bullshit and getting right to the heart of the matter, Samuel thought. Moreover, she was entirely right. His feelings aside, his father had shown to be an excellent tactician in a situation quickly overwhelming Samuel. If he needed time to get Aurora safe and the church quelled, perhaps his father could give him that. Between him and Kressler, they might even be able to tie up the church publically so that their only recourse was to strike from the shadows. At least then, Samuel would know where it was coming from and not be required to hold back when the time came.

“Alright,” Samuel decided with a resolute nod. “I’ll talk to him tomorrow as soon as I can. Tell Aurora just to make up whatever she needs to keep Lyall on the hook for now. Bring the information back to me about where she’s steering him, and we’ll determine when and how to get her out.”

“Excellent,” Nadine said brightly, briefly indistinguishable from her living self. “I think she’ll enjoy a little good news along with the opportunity to fuck with a bishop.”

“By the way,” Samuel interjected before she faded back through the link. “You said you’d been suspicious of Delsran before you received your commission. How did you get onto his scent in the first place?”

“Oh, uh,” Nadine clasped her hands in front of her tightly. Samuel recognized it as a nervous tic she’d had since as far back as he could remember. “The locket, actually. Well, the spirit bound to it before me. They mentored me during school.”

Samuel’s mouth fell open. “Don’t tell me you were cheating your way through school with a ghost buddy.”

Nadine let out a brief cackle, her hands returning to her sides. “No, no. Think of it more like a tutor. It was an elven tradition long, long ago. After a full life, someone would bind themselves to the locket to pass on their first-hand knowledge to the next generation. There were rites of passage for it and everything. They haven’t done it in quite some time, mostly because the lockets have gone missing over the years, and the magic required to make more is either lost or taboo. Also books, I suppose.”

She waved her hands to get herself back on track before she went into the weeds on the lore and magic of it all. “Regardless, he had known Delsran when he was alive and had rather strong opinions about him.”

“Which were?” Samuel asked, turning a hand over in circles, signaling her to continue.

Nadine turned her head as if she’d heard someone call her name. “I’ll have to tell you later. I need to be getting back to Aurora. I’ve been gone too long, and the link is strained.”

Samuel was suspicious there was more to it than that. She didn’t want to speak too much on the workings of the locket or the mentor she’d had because of it. But he wouldn’t get anywhere by pushing her on the subject, so it would have to wait.

“It was good seeing you, Sammy,” Nadine said wistfully. “Remember to stay focused and to keep your vision clear. I’ll see you soon with more information.”

Before he could respond, she faded from view, leaving him alone in the dark room with his thoughts. At least, he thought that was the case until he turned to look back at the bed where Snowball was sitting upright, staring at him in confusion. Her ears twitched slightly as she tilted her head to the side.

“….Who are you talking to, Master?”


Chapter 12
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“What’re you doin’ to the door, m’lord?” The driver asked with a slight edge in his voice. He looked down at Samuel sitting on the stool just inside the car’s open door. He held a mug of coffee in one hand and that morning’s newspaper in the other.

Samuel set his tools aside and blew away some dust obscuring his etching. “Providing a little extra security.”

The driver shifted his weight from one leg to the other as he glanced around uncomfortably. “What sort of security?”

Samuel carefully placed the decorative lining back in place over the top of the circle, containing a densely packed array of arcane symbols. As he applied a thin layer of glue to keep the lining in place, he glanced up at the driver. “Durability, basically. I was up early and decided to do the whole car.”

The driver raised a brow, banging his fist against one of the closed doors to test the claim. The difference was immediately noticeable to the man who’d spent so much time around the same vehicle day in and day out. Samuel wasn’t sure if it was the feel of the door or the sound it made that tipped the driver off, but his wide-eyed reaction immediately made it clear that his ambivalence had vanished.

“I’ll be,” the driver muttered, rapping a knuckle on the glass window and finding more of the same. “That’s rather handy. How long does it last?”

“Indefinitely,” Samuel answered as he got to his feet and dusted himself off. “Or at least until the car or the circles are destroyed.”

The driver set his mug on the top of the car as he opened his door, glancing down at it again. He took a moment to move the door open and closed before turning his head to look at Samuel. “No added weight?”

Samuel shook his head. Most people were content to accept the answer without the needed follow-up explanation of how something worked. The driver was no different in this regard. “Same weight as it always was.”

“Brilliant,” the driver chuckled with approval. “We’ll be leavin’ in about forty-five minutes, by the way.”

Samuel glanced at the clock hanging on the far wall of the garage to confirm the assessment and glanced down at his clothes. “Guess it’s time to get ready then. I’ll see you out front.”

The two men waved a friendly goodbye to one another and parted ways. In all the years that Samuel had been at the school, he’d never spent any of it in the garage. He wasn’t even sure that it had been a garage for long. He seemed to remember it performing a different function when he was younger, though he couldn’t quite place what it was. Had it been in service growing up, he might have wiled away an immense amount of time there tinkering on strange ideas like the one he’d just implemented. Artificing fascinated him, but there was little call for it when it came to summoning.

“Where have you been?” Ivanna asked indignantly as he stepped through the door to his room. “I’ve been looking all over. You’re going to be late!”

“I got a little sidetracked with something,” Samuel admitted. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”

Ivanna waved a hand toward the bed where she had set out some nicer clothes for him. Everything looked freshly laundered and neatly pressed. He glanced down at the smudged and dirty casual tunic and trousers he was wearing and began to undress. “You don’t have to keep doing this, you know.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Ivanna scoffed as she grabbed the discarded clothes from the floor to have laundered. “I’m just trying to free up your mind for more pressing matters. I won’t be a housekeeper once we get back home. You have a valet for that.”

“Understood,” Samuel acknowledged as he wiped himself down hastily of any sweat and dressed in the clothes she set out for him. The whole process was similarly rushed, but by the time they emerged from the front doors of Vulkswain’s to meet the motorcar awaiting them, they both appeared as if they’d spent much longer readying themselves.

“Quite the turnaround, m’lord,” the driver commented as he put the vehicle in gear and pulled away from the school toward the front gates. Ivanna glanced between them but didn’t inquire further.

At some point between the time Samuel had spoken with Nadine and gone down to the garage, the weather had turned. Though it wasn’t raining, the misty fog covering the streets made everything slightly damp. Visibility was low, but the man behind the wheel of the motorcar seemed to have dealt with it enough times to remain confident in his abilities to find where they were going.

“We’re going to have a little more company this morning than before,” Ivanna cautioned him as they turned onto one of the main roads. “I read in the paper some of the nobles have been making noise about you getting preferential treatment from the king or something. They want access to the proceedings in the future and wish to be present for the verdict.”

“Is that unusual?” Samuel wondered.

Ivanna shrugged cluelessly. “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Kressler when we meet him at the courthouse. Even if it was normal, I imagine the nobility would find a reason to complain about it.”

The driver made a grunting sound in the front seat that sounded vaguely like a suppressed laugh. Samuel stared at Ivanna silently, unimpressed. Rather than take what was obviously bait, he turned his attention out the window just in time to see what she had meant by company. As they approached the courthouse, a throng of reporters, protestors, and other onlookers began to grow. The constabulary kept the people off the streets to allow traffic to move freely, but it looked like a few more people added to the crowd would cause the whole assembly to burst like a ruptured dam.

The driver slowed as an added precaution, affording Samuel a better look at each of the faces in the crowd that surged and swelled against frail-looking picket barriers that had been slapped in place since last he’d been there. Amid the crowd’s movement, he noted an individual who appeared almost entirely motionless. Though the hood of her cloak had been drawn up over her head, he caught a glimpse of her face just long enough to recognize it. She turned before he could be certain, a little smile on her lips as she vanished into the swell of the crowd.

Samuel twisted around in his seat as the motor car began to turn, desperately trying to get another glimpse of the figure from the crowd. Ivanna’s brows furrowed as he squirmed around like a small dog trying to get his head out whichever window was open.

“What are you looking at?” Ivanna asked, brushing some of her platinum blonde hair out of her face as she craned her neck to catch a glimpse of what he was taking note of.

Despite not getting the second look he was after, Samuel suddenly realized where he had seen the woman. “Oh shi—!”

As the motor car lurched and was thrown like a toy across the street, Samuel managed to slap the inside of the door with one hand where the circle waited just beneath the lining. The contact was brief due to becoming weightless inside the vehicle, but it was enough time to bolster a secondary function of the circle. The passive magic within was amplified considerably using his own magical might, making the inevitable collision with the ground as they tumbled off the road much more manageable. That was his hope, anyway. The reality was less satisfying.

He’d designed the protection with firearms and high-caliber guns in mind, with a thought given to spells with above-average kinetic force. It wasn’t so much that the car’s paneling was magically thicker; it was that it received much less of the incoming kinetic force from any object striking it. Dispersing the force through ablative magic was easier for him to weave into an object than making it mystically denser.

The initial force, whatever the source, had caught him by surprise to hurl them a considerable distance, but activating the magic array would reduce the impact of whatever they struck. Inside the vehicle, the effect was similar, though none of the occupants would be able to tell with how they were being tossed around. When they finally came to a stop, the vehicle was upside down, rocking gently from side to side.

“W-what the fuck!?” the driver spat, scrambling around in the front seat as he tried to get his bearings.

Outside, a cacophony of screaming and explosions drowned the man out. Samuel crawled across the ceiling of the motor car toward Ivanna, catching a glimpse of women’s boots approaching them purposefully outside.

“Samuel,” Ivanna gasped, blood streaking down the side of her face from a cut above her hairline. “What’s going on?”

Before he could formulate an answer, a whooshing sound outside heralded another blast of incredible force that lifted them off the ground and hurled them through the air. This time, instead of tumbling over whatever happened to sit alongside the road, they hit something much sturdier that would have bent the motor car in half if not for the spells etched into the paneling. The car stopped on its side after skidding and screeching several feet across a polished marble floor.

Ivanna stared wide-eyed at Samuel, miraculously only injured in superficial ways. Samuel struggled to orient himself and extended a hand toward the door above him, forcing his will through one of the nodes he’d included within the array. The door flew open despite the warping and bending the frame of the vehicle had endured. The sound of screeching, twisting metal was an awful one.

“Well,” Samuel grunted as he crawled out, extending a hand to Ivanna to help her out after him. “The good news is that we made it to court.”

Ivanna stumbled down to the broken floor of the main corridor behind Samuel, taking in her surroundings in utter disbelief. “We should be dead.”

“I’m making it a habit not to do the stuff I should be,” Samuel quipped as several body parts reported their status with waves of pain. “Check the driver.”

Being given a direct order to tend to someone snapped Ivanna partially out of her shock. She scrambled around the car to the front as Samuel summoned the widows. He didn’t have the time to form an array that would reduce the physical load on him, but it didn’t make a difference. He needed the most helping hands for a single casting as he could get, and the trio of widow succubi would do the trick.

Instead of emerging from a shared cocoon of webbing as they typically did, the three succubi lowered themselves slowly from the shadows of the vaulted ceiling, dangling from individual weblines.

“What has happened, Master?” they asked as one, each of their sultry hissing voices a balm for his near-panicked state. “How may we serve?”

“We’ve just been attacked,” Samuel explained, briefly motioning to the motorcar halfway through the wall into the next room. “I need a lay of the land to understand what I’m up against.”

“Yes, Master,” the widows acknowledged before bolting off in three different directions along the walls and ceiling. Outside, the weather had turned quite foul. Or, it was meant to look as if it had. Samuel could feel the magic in the storm, stirring up the air pressure and moisture to create something genuinely destructive. The wind was deafening as rain pelted through the massive hole in the court’s outer wall. Flags near the main staircase flapped wildly, ready to come ripping free at any moment. Papers from countless counselors and secretaries had joined the storm, swirling and obfuscating everything like giant wet snowflakes.

Samuel turned toward the car and made his way back to the trunk. Rather than fiddle with the latch, he extended his will to the circle he’d etched into the inside and forced it to pop open. Samuel’s spear leapt into his grasp from inside with just a brief moment of magical coaxing. With the spear in hand, he circled back to assist Ivanna but found she had already pulled the driver free from the toppled vehicle.

“How is he?” Samuel asked, but his voice was drowned out by the wind and a mighty crack of thunder somewhere overhead. Ivanna tilted her head to indicate she hadn’t heard him, but a moment later, a series of explosions erupted along the front side of the courthouse, forcing him to throw himself over the woman and the driver to shield them from falling debris.

When the last of the stone bits and wooden slivers pelted his back and ribs, Samuel rose, a look of confusion on his face. There had been no indication of incoming spells. Even if he wasn’t actively trying to sense them, he should have felt the magic of so many separate spells with enough force to cause such explosions. As he staggered to his feet, a flash of lightning followed by another ground-shaking blast of thunder overhead heralded a second series of sudden explosions. This time, the upper floors had been targeted, shaking loose pieces of stone columns and damaging wooden beams above them but little else.

“It’s not magic,” Samuel whispered in awe to himself. “It’s guns.”

“What?” Ivanna asked, pulling her cloak off and placing it atop the unconscious driver. The steady rise and fall of his chest told Samuel that he was still alive, but beyond that, he couldn’t be sure how bad he was doing.

“The storm,” he motioned vaguely. “The thunder conceals the sound of cannons.”

Ivanna strained to listen and was rewarded with an immediate demonstration. As another clap of thunder split the sky and shook the building to its foundation, another volley of cannon fire came in, burying a part of the main corridor several dozen feet to their right.

“Praetia’s mercy,” Ivanna gasped. “We have to get out of here before the whole building collapses on us.”

“I can’t,” Samuel argued, “My father is in here somewhere. He was supposed to meet me. Kressler is here, and so is the King.”

“Then I’ll go with you,” Ivanna decided, though she cast a doubtful look in the driver’s direction. Anticipating the complication, Samuel pointed at a section of the floor which he could use to summon Snowball. She emerged from her pocket of space, knowing precisely what the situation was due to the uniquely intimate link she shared with Samuel.

“Get him somewhere safe,” Samuel instructed. “Once you have, I need you to look for as many injured people as possible and do the same for them.”

“Master,” Snowball acknowledged with a nod, lifting the unconscious driver into her arms and darting off into the storm while keeping the man she held miraculously steady.

Taking a moment to orient himself, Samuel decided the best way to proceed was through the hole the motor car had created into one of the rooms on the inner side of the corridor.

“Kinast!” He shouted over the wind, pointing his spear at the damaged section of the wall, causing it to explode inward and give them more space to move through. Behind them, the howl of the wind grew as the direction of it shifted dramatically. They took turns scrambling over the ruined wall and into the room beyond, passing into a branching corridor through the door on the far side.

“Where do you think your father will be?” Ivanna asked as they moved at a light jog down the hall. Guards yelled above the noise, directing people to the exits as panicked court workers tried to make sense of the building coming down around them piece by piece. The fact that Samuel and Ivanna were not going toward an exit didn’t register with any of the guards, who were too focused on getting everyone out.

“Somewhere near the courtroom itself,” Samuel guessed. “That’s where I was supposed to go. Kressler was supposed to meet me at the entrance, so maybe he was with him?”

“And the king?” Ivanna pressed, trying to stay focused on Samuel and not all the wounded people around her who needed help being rushed out of the building.

Before he could answer, another clap of thunder overhead interrupted their exchange. Grabbing her by the arm and pulling more roughly than he intended, Samuel brought Ivanna to the floor just as a large section of the building overhead was shorn away in a volley of cannon fire.

Resisting the growing panic within, Samuel closed his eyes and reached out to the widows through the link he shared with the bound outsiders. Each of them had covered a great deal of ground, trailing web lines that allowed him to gain a loose understanding of the layout around him. Everything the widows saw, he could see. Though it was a disorienting experience, he had become accustomed to it through repeated uses of their unique abilities. His understanding of his surroundings grew, as did his knowledge of the overall situation.

“Other buildings are being hit, too,” Samuel noted. “But we seem to be taking the worst beating.”

“Which way do we go?” Ivanna asked eagerly, not particularly interested in the minute-by-minute update of whatever this disaster was.

Helping her to her feet, Samuel picked a direction he thought was the most likely to bring him to the courtroom and went. The widows’ mapping paid off, and he was able to get them there quickly, but when they arrived, there was extensive damage done to the doors. He placed a rune on the largest part of the rubble and stepped back, aiming his spear at it. “Ru!”

The physical matter surrounding the rune degraded and blew apart harmlessly, cutting a ragged hole through the debris and broken doors of the courtroom. Inside, piles of debris from the upper floors and the corpses of those unfortunate enough to be occupying the wrong space at the wrong time peppered the immense chamber.

“Who goes!?” Radomir’s voice roared, cutting through the howl of the wind and chaos of crumbling debris around them. “Speak, or I shall install a new hole in your head.”

“It’s me, Highness!” Samuel called back, moving deeper into the chamber but unable to see the source of the king’s voice. “Summoner Eamon. Am I too early? Should I come back another time?”

The king emerged from behind one of the toppled tables with a cough and a brief laugh. He held a rifle in one hand and used it to prop himself up. One side of his body was riddled with wounds from shrapnel and debris. The leg on that side seemed incapable of bearing his weight. Samuel and Ivanna rushed to the large man without a second thought.

“Have you seen my father?” Samuel asked, offering his shoulder to support the king while Ivanna did a quick examination. To his surprise, she was able to muster the focus for the scanning spell that she had been working on with Aurora. “Was he with you?”

“No,” the king groaned, shaking his head. “I wasn’t even in here when it started. I came in after to help survivors when we got hit a second time by….whatever it is.”

“Cannons,” Samuel said simply, his gaze shifting toward Ivanna, whose frown deepened.

“It’s broken in a few places,” the nurse reported as she continued the scan. “I can’t do anything with it here. Not like this.”

“Why not? You said it was just a few places, right?” The king asked with a deadpan look, though Samuel and Ivanna seemed to understand it was a joke.

Samuel nodded his understanding to the woman as he let the king down gently against the table. “Alright, give me a moment, and I might be able to slap together some kind of—.”

“THERE YOU ARE!” A woman’s voice yelled from the entrance of the courtroom. It was the same woman he had seen in the crowd earlier. As she approached and pulled back her hood to shake out her dark hair, she confirmed what Samuel had suspected the moment before the motor car had been flung off the road. It was the sorceress that he had battled, among others, during the battle of Bredon.

“You again,” Samuel growled, taking up his spear and stepping between her and the king.

The eyes of the sorceress narrowed slightly as she looked back at him curiously. “Have we met?”

“After pitching you out a window, I would have thought I’d make a bigger impression,” Samuel snorted.

Recognition lit the face of the woman up as she unclasped the cloak and let it fall to the ground behind her. Though she had a great deal of skin showing, including a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage, the attire was intended more for free movement than for style or sex appeal. As he looked her over, he noted that the boots that had approached the car were the same as the ones she wore. “Ah, the not-arcanist! Lust Reaper, right? I didn’t know you were the Earl, or I would have put more effort into tracking you down after the battle.”

“Where’s your boyfriend and pigeon?” Samuel spat. “They around here somewhere too?”

“No,” the sorceress growled through her teeth. “Because you and your spider creatures killed them. But I must be favored by a higher power for you to be here for me to exact my revenge upon.”

Samuel kept careful track of where the woman was pointing her wand. He had taken the one she had wielded against them in their last duel, but this one looked like it was of much higher quality. He lowered the tip of his spear slightly upon hearing her words. “Hold on, I’m not the reason you’re here?”

“No, babe, sorry,” she scoffed, tossing some dark hair over her shoulder. “But I’m still happy to see you, like I said. Perhaps it’s serendipity.”

“See, now I’m pretty sure you’re just trying to hurt my feelings,” Samuel grunted, leveling the spear with her again. “Uncalled for, really.”

“No, no,” the sorceress replied with a giddy laugh. “Silly boy, I’m here for him.”

With a brief twitch of her wand, the woman pointed at King Radomir behind him.


Chapter 13
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Samuel glanced back at the injured king and Ivanna before turning his attention back to the dark-haired sorceress. He’d beaten her in battle before, which should have given him the confidence to do so again. The sorceress was different now, however. She hadn’t been a pleasant person in their first encounter, but she was consumed by rage and hatred now. It wasn’t just for him, nor the succubi he commanded, but the king himself.

The tense silence between them swelled, filling the vast chamber with its presence as the two magic users stared one another down. The use of lust-based spells had stopped her dead in her tracks last time, but this time, the rage that was beginning to boil over would provide her with more than enough emotional armor to keep it from being very effective. The fight would be a bitter one, even as the situation outside the chamber continued to deteriorate.

“Look, perhaps we can—” Samuel began, but the wand of the sorceress was flicked in his direction, and he reacted reflexively. He met her spell with a deflection with his spear to one side. The blast of wind tore a few supports of the chamber to pieces amid a storm of existing debris hurled across the room at blinding speeds.

Samuel barely managed to keep his footing as the woman followed with several more wind spells. Wands were superior to two-handed implements in terms of speed but often couldn’t conjure the same level of power and force.

“Ivanna, get him out of here,” Samuel growled through his teeth as he was again forced into a wordless parry of magic that threatened to bury them below a pile of bodies and debris.

“Nobody leaves!” The sorceress screamed, her next wind spell going wide in an attempt to catch Ivanna and the King instead of being directed at Samuel. It was perhaps the only opening he would be given, considering how long he’d been on the back foot during the course of the fight.

Samuel gave the effort more power than the previous parries, deflecting the blast of wind to the side and allowing him to follow up with his first counter of the duel. “Kinast!”

As his voice boomed with arcane power, Samuel leveled the spear with the sorceress and loosed the powerful blast of pure kinetic force in her direction. As dangerous as she was, he would prefer to knock her down and take her into custody over ending her life. He would do what he had to, but he would take any non-lethal option so long as it was still on the table.

Samuel moved to follow his spell with a summoning. Having one of the succubi to assist him in the fight would remove the speed advantage the sorceress held. He didn’t expect her to fire back while still flying through the air, arresting her momentum with one flick of her wand before hurling a bolt of lightning at him. “Libol!”

With his body going stiff and his perception exploding with pain, the summoning spell was lost, its magic dissolving into disparate threads as he fell to the ground. It took him a moment to realize that he’d been struck in the shoulder by the bolt, which had continued through into the wood paneling of the chamber behind him, instantly igniting it. As he scrambled to pick up his dropped spear, he glanced in her direction to see her drifting softly back to the ground.

“You caught me off guard last time with your little arcanist act,” the sorceress sneered. “But I’ve come prepared to fight summoners this time. I’m not about to give you a chance to conjure up some friends.”

Samuel gripped the spear tighter to keep his hand from trembling. Now that the back of the room had been set ablaze, the viability of Ivanna sneaking the king out the back went down immensely. His left arm felt numb and practically useless, forcing him to wield the spear solely with his right. He hugged the implement to his hip to keep it balanced as he struggled to get to his feet.

“A little coaching from Delsran probably didn’t hurt either, eh?” Samuel snarled accusingly.

The sorceress let out a singular laugh, offering Samuel a shrug. “Maybe just a couple of pointers.”

“I don’t know if he’s the guy you want to take pointers from.” Samuel countered as Ivanna repositioned the king behind some cover. “He didn’t fare so well against me last time.”

“Well, he’s not me,” the sorceress scoffed. “He may have underestimated you. I won’t.”

To emphasize the point, the dark-haired woman brandished her wand, crackling with electrical energy, and hurled another lightning bolt in his direction. Though ready for the spell this time, wielding a spear one-handed slowed him down to the point where he was barely able to shunt the electrical bolt to one side. She held the spell, channeling continuous voltage through her wand, which crackled and licked across the debris-strewn floor around him. Though he held her at bay, choking up on the shaft of his implement to do so, the additional fires breaking out around him were just a postponement of the danger.

“You’re right,” Samuel agreed, parrying another barrage of spells as the sorceress alternated between wind and lightning. “You’re not. So, what do you have to gain from his schemes? I doubt he’s left any room for you in his bid for elven supremacy.”

“I honestly don’t give a damn,” she snapped, pointing the wand into the palm of her other hand as she formed a sphere of ball lightning in it. “This is personal. I can deal with Delsran later.”

“Personal?” Samuel asked, his brow furrowed as he took the chance to advance and reposition so that any errant spells from the duel had less chance of hitting Ivanna and Radomir. “What personal business could you have with the king?”

“I’ve never met this woman before in my life,” the king popped up from one of the broken pillars where he and Ivanna had sought cover. “She must be delusional!”

“I am not delusional!” The sorceress shrieked, hurling the ball lightning in the direction of the king’s voice and following it with a gale-force wind. The lightning hit first, exploding into a localized storm of electrical energy that cast sparks in every direction. The wind that followed fanned the sparks into flames while scattering the rest around the room. The smoke from each of the small fires she had created was beginning to make it difficult to see. His breathing would be the next thing to start suffering, he was sure.

“My name is Seraphine Crane,” the sorceress snarled, hurling rapid-fire bolts of lightning toward Samuel, each one charged with the rage that he had only glimpsed earlier. Forced back on the defensive, it was all Samuel could do to keep himself from taking another bolt of magical lightning from her. “Daughter of Serena Crane! Does that jog your—?”

From the growing flames of their surroundings, Hecate summoned herself and leapt at Seraphine, tackling her backward through one of the broken benches. Samuel took the opportunity to reach out to the widows and obtain their status while signaling to them that they were needed at his position. The king and Ivanna would need to be escorted out immediately.

Hecate roared like a beast as she reared back, a gout of hellfire beginning to erupt from her throat. Seraphine was quick, though, and managed to press her wand to the succubus’s abdomen and utter a word of magic to send her sailing through the air at the head of another blast of wind. Hecate’s hellfire came regardless but was turned into a swirling cyclone of flame around her as the sorceress continued to manipulate the air current.

Fortunately, it was just the opening Samuel needed to jab the point of the spear in her direction with a spell at the ready. “Crydat!”

The bolt of cold blue energy caught Seraphine entirely off guard, striking her across the torso and covering the majority of her upper body in a thick layer of ice. The shock from the cold and the added weight from the ice caused her to lose her balance and fall backward. The ice cracked a little as she hit the floor heavily, followed immediately by her frantic kicking with both legs to get behind one of the broken benches for cover.

Hecate was free of the wind, landing gracefully on the floor beside Samuel. The hellhound succubus wore a cocky grin across her face as she brushed herself off. The first of the widows arrived outside the courtroom in her spider form, making her way inside through the small cracks in the piles of debris. Another was closing in from a different direction in search of a different way in.

“How did you do that?” Seraphine queried loudly from across the courtroom. “I didn’t give you nearly enough time for a summoning!”

Samuel shrugged as he picked his way cautiously toward the source of the sound. “Hecate sort of comes and goes as she pleases. It’s a real problem. I’ve talked to her about it several times, but she just doesn’t listen to me. Maybe you’d like to come out and give it a try. See if you have better luck than me?”

“A rogue outsider?” Seraphine laughed incredulously. “I was blindsided by something you don’t even have control over? How much luckier could one person be?”

Hecate held a hand out toward Samuel, signaling for him to halt his advance. Frowning, he extended his will through the link to inquire why rather than speaking aloud. No sooner had he offered the question that he received Hecate’s direct sensory input as a reply. Though the sound of the woman was coming from the spot they had been advancing on, her scent was not. She was somehow throwing her voice to misdirect him while she was scrambling to a new position. She had to buy more time to discreetly rid herself of the ice he had hit her with.

The eyes of the hellhound succubus moved around the room quickly as she attempted to pin down the source of the woman’s scent. Rather than bank solely on her nose, Samuel decided to have the widow, Fang, take a higher position to provide them with a helpful vantage point. Silke, the second widow, had managed to locate a section of collapsed wall concealed behind rubble that Samuel directed Ivanna toward with a wave of his hand.

“You’re outmatched now,” Samuel cautioned the woman, moving toward where Hecate seemed to be directing her attention. “You’ve lost the advantage of speed you had before. Your loss is a foregone conclusion now, but it doesn’t have to mean your death. Surrender, and you will be given a fair trial.”

“Oh?” Seraphine replied, her voice coming from a different direction entirely now. “Like your girlfriend? You were pretty quick to cast her off the moment it suited you. Typical blueblood.”

“I didn’t cast her off,” Samuel objected, keeping the tip of his spear at the ready. Above him, Fang took position in what was left of the crumbling rafters and caught sight of the sorceress moving into a flanking position on him behind a row of benches. She’d shed the ice and picked her way through the rubble with uncanny grace. “I’ll be getting her out as soon as I’m done with all the nonsense here.”

“You wouldn’t be the first man in a position of privilege to say something like that,” Seraphine replied, throwing her voice to another location, unaware that her actual position was known to Samuel as he readied his implement. “It’s always something. One more task, one more chore, one more mundane thing that is more important because whatever you have going on is infinitely more important than the lives of the little people.”

Rather than offer her another objection, Samuel simply shoved the spear forward and loosed a blast of kinetic energy. “Kinast!”

The spell collided with the benches and rubble, hurling every last bit of it backward, and Seraphine along with it. She hit the wall behind her with a heavy thud, along with everything else that had been displaced. Many of the impacts looked painful, but none were fatal. The wall started to buckle and showed signs of collapsing at any moment. Hecate rushed forward to capitalize on the opening, bearing her claws and fangs as she quickly closed the distance.

The sorceress looked up between dark locks of hair with a familiar smirk on her lips.

“Hecate, no!” Samuel yelled in a futile attempt to call her back, but it was too late. Beneath the feet of the charging succubus, a rune flared to life and released the spell that had been set within it. The wind magic took the breath out of the hellhound instantly, sending her to the ground in a gasping heap.

Seraphine drew the breath to her, a glowing mass of pure hellfire, formed it into a condensed ball, and hurled it at Samuel. Rather than attempt to counter the sphere directly, Samuel jabbed the spear’s tip down into the ground and toggled the amplification rune he had inscribed there. “Ru!”

The supercharged spell of ruin caused the whole section of the courtroom floor to crater in the shape of a massive bowl before breaking into the basement level below. Samuel’s stomach lurched as he went into freefall, his hair singing as the ball of compressed hellfire passed within inches of the top of his skull. He heard Ivanna scream and the king cry out in surprise just a moment before the hellfire exploded on the far wall of the courtroom, bringing a large portion of the chamber down around their ears.

As he hit the stone floor of the basement at an awkward angle, twisting his ankle in the process, Samuel lost the focus he’d needed to extend a protection spell to Ivanna and the king. Pain was all he could perceive for a moment as rubble continued to rain down around him. Glancing upward, he could see a significant chunk of the ceiling had given way, only to be suspended by a thick gossamer sheet of webbing to keep it from crushing him. Rain poured down through the hole, forming small puddles of water around him. He’d made his already bad situation worse.

As Hecate struggled to catch her breath, Seraphine exploded from a section of rubble in a whirling sphere of wind. “I will not be denied my vengeance! You and the king will die at the hands of his bastard daughter, cast aside like trash. When I parade your corpses through the street, everyone in Terth will know what kind of scum the both of you were.”

“Not sure why I’m being included in that category,” Samuel mumbled, using the spear as a support to push himself to his feet slowly. The ankle he’d twisted refused to support any of his weight. Above them, Samuel could feel the heat of the hellfire as it spread rapidly through the courtroom, unabated by the rain now falling through the gaping hole in the ceiling. All three widows were currently working frantically to keep everything from collapsing on their master. It was a battle that they were going to lose.

“I didn’t know that Serena had a child!” The king called over the sounds of the collapsing building and roaring flames. “I was never told!”

“Liar!” Seraphine shrieked, hot tears running down her face, mixing with the blood from a head wound. “You’d say anything to protect your power and position! To preserve what little you’ll have left for your legitimate spawn. I won’t have it!”

Samuel shuffled forward, trying to keep himself between the enraged sorceress and the king somewhere behind him again. “Who put that idea in your head? Delsran?”

Seraphine blinked as if surprised that he would even try to talk to her at this point. She said nothing as she stared back at him, her eyes glassy from tears.

“That’s how he operates,” Samuel pressed. “His whole operation is just telling everyone on all sides the thing that pisses them off the most and then setting them loose on one another. He wants to level everything and take back what he thinks was stolen from his people. He doesn’t give a shit how he gets it.”

“No,” Seraphine protested, a spell glowing fiercely on the tip of her wand. “He only thinks he’s using me. I’ve been the one using him to get here. Everything I did, I did to get here for this moment, to take vengeance for me and my mother. She’s dead because of your so-called king! I lived in squalor because of him!”

“I know how you feel,” Samuel said calmly, holding a hand up defensively. “My mother is dead too. She was slain at the hands of the church, but it wasn’t them that set it in motion. It was Delsran. He was the one who told them where to find her and how to slay her. I’m willing to bet, if we dug deeper, we’d find out something quite similar with you.”

“N-no,” Seraphine stammered. “That doesn’t make sense. How could he know any of that? How would he know to use me?”

“Please,” Samuel urged. “Let’s stop this before we’re both killed.”

“How could he know to use me!?” Seraphine repeated furiously. “He couldn’t have.”

“Seraphine,” Samuel said, noting that he no longer stood in the puddle he had been in before. Had she loosed a lightning spell on him while he’d been there, his defense would have offered little resistance. “You know as well as I do that he leaves little to chance. He didn’t miraculously foresee the opportunity to use you. He created you for this from the beginning.”

Seraphine stared at him wordlessly for just a moment before exploding into a furious, wordless rage. She leveled her wand with him as she poured everything into the lightning spell she called forth. Somewhere amid her screaming, there were words, but Samuel couldn’t understand them. He met her lightning bolt with one of his own, using the amplification rune on the shaft of his spear once more. The clash of the lightning bolts cast molten dross in all directions, with Samuel producing considerably more with his magic than Seraphine with hers.

Samuel had always considered himself decent with lightning magic, having used it several times in the past to significant effect. But as the lightning twisted and snapped around between them, he realized that in regards to this form of magic, he wasn’t nearly on the same level as the sorceress. Even with the aid of the amplification rune, he was losing ground to her quickly. Not only was this her native form of magic, but her emotions were overcharging the effect to the point that lines of electrical energy had begun to glow from beneath her skin. Whether he won or lost, there was a good chance it would kill her.

Behind him, Ivanna and the king shouted, but he couldn’t tell what they were saying over the squealing and cracking of electricity. The heat from the voltage was swiftly rising to the point where it would begin to burn him soon. It was a drastically different battle than the last one he’d had with her. He’d been able to subdue her with her deranged lust before casting her out of the burned-out building they’d been fighting in. If he could have reached her with a lust spell, he knew he had more than enough esera held in reserve to make some headway. If he tapped into his gathered succubi, it was even possible for him to overwhelm her, but not at this range.

So far, none of his bright ideas had managed to give him an edge against her. She battled in much the same way as him when it came down to it, but he still had one more ill-conceived idea up his sleeve. Samuel decided it was time to go for broke.

Ylvesnia had once explained to him and Aurora that part of their connection was born of a thematic sympathy between lust and fire. His research on it, though incomplete, led him to eventually determine the sympathy between his magic and the other elements. He was reasonably sure, despite the lack of thorough testing, that lightning had a better-than-average compatibility. He repeated the justification silently to himself as he drew energy in from the links between Hecate, the widows, and himself. Using the gathered esera, he channeled it into the bolt of lightning he maintained through his spear using the rough composite of several incomplete theories and ideas.

It wasn’t the best idea he’d ever had. Fatigue and pain from the immense burden on his body hit him like an avalanche, causing his vision to begin tunneling and his head to feel light. The lightning on his end, a mere few feet, shifted in color from a bluish-purple to a bright, neon magenta. As the esera infused the spell in an unorthodox manner, the lightning exploded forward like a lance of energy, traveling up the channel of lightning made by their clash in the blink of an eye.

The neon lightning connected dead-center with the sorceress, causing her to lose focus on her own spell and stumbled backward before every muscle within her began to convulse and spasm. As she hit the ground, it became clear to Samuel that the convulsions were not merely those of an electrical current being run through her but that of mind-bending bliss racking every inch of her. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as drool poured from the corner of her mouth, sparks of magical lust snapping and crackling along the ground beneath her every few seconds.

More than just a small part of him felt uncomfortable about weaponizing pleasure in this way—but it was the least of all evils, and it worked. No one would be killed, and only he could tell for sure what happened. To everyone else, it just looked like she succumbed to a powerful attack.

Samuel sank to his knees, watching with relief as the glow beneath her skin began to fade, signaling that the energy buildup that had been threatening to end her life had finally abated. Instead, all she was left with was the lingering blissful effects of the pure bolt of esera he’d blasted her with. Samuel, on the other hand, could barely remain conscious.


Chapter 14
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Samuel leaned back against the cool stone of the ancient tunnel. The two widows that had joined him in the courthouse had wrapped Seraphine in webbing before dragging her along behind them. The tunnel shook briefly, causing loose bits of stone to fall from the ceiling where they skittered across the floor.

“It should hold,” the King assured them as Ivanna set him down against the wall across from Samuel. “These tunnels have been here for centuries. Carved out by dwarven stonemasons. They’ve been through much worse than this.”

“Where do they go?” Samuel asked absently. The pain and exhaustion running through him sapped him of his usual enthusiasm for dwarven craftsmanship.

King Radomir motioned vaguely with one hand. “All over. There were a great deal of other fortifications in the city long ago. The tunnel network connected them for moving supplies and soldiers.”

“I’ve never read anything about them,” Samuel admitted as he tried to adjust his posture against the wall to get more comfortable. There wasn’t any position he could find that relieved the pain in a substantive way.

“It’s not known to the general public,” the King replied. “Most of the nobility are even unaware of such things until I deem it necessary for them to know. Military personnel acquire knowledge of it only at the highest ranks, in the interests of discretion.”

Samuel nodded a little in acknowledgment as he stared down the long tunnel into the darkness. The battle in the courthouse had done enough damage to bring them to the lower levels, giving them access to one of the tunnel entrances. “Would a Justicar have such knowledge?”

“Not all of them, but a significant amount would—” The King stopped suddenly, realizing what Samuel was implying. He closed his eyes, swearing under his breath.

Samuel nodded again. “I guess it’s safe to say we know how they got inside the city undetected, then.”

“We could always wake her up and ask her,” Ivanna suggested, poking Seraphine’s unconscious form with her foot.

With a flick of his wrist, Samuel conjured a dim mote of light that hovered in the center of the tunnel, allowing him to view the webbed woman more clearly. “No, I don’t think she’ll be conscious for a while.”

“Will she live?” The King asked, a note of concern clinging to his words.

Samuel nodded but didn’t want to get into the details of the magic he’d used to disable her finally. Considering the revelations they’d been given in the fight, he wasn’t sure how Radomir would take such knowledge. “She’s just overloaded and needs rest, I suspect.”

“You suspect?” Radomir pressed. “You’re uncertain?”

“I’ve never used the spell before,” Samuel admitted. “It’s completely untested, something of a desperation maneuver. She was more powerful than I gave her credit for.”

The King chuckled a little bit in response. “That sounds about right. Her mother had that way about her as well.”

“Forgive me for my directness, Your Majesty,” Samuel grunted, nodding toward Seraphine. “But what’s the story here?”

The King stared at him for a moment in silence, glancing at Ivanna and the succubi standing guard for them. He didn’t seem sure how to respond at first, but when his gaze returned to Samuel, he decided to speak plainly. “I was weak.”

The pain in the man’s eyes caused Samuel to shift uncomfortably. Radomir brushed some of the loose locks of graying hair from his face. “I was only the prince then, but my father’s health was failing, and it looked as though my wife would be following him shortly after he was gone. I would be king, but I would be a widower as well, looking to raise our children alone. In my despair, I fell into the arms of a Mystuvalan woman serving with us who’d offered me a friendly ear on several occasions.”

“Serving?” Ivanna asked, confused. “You were in Mystuval during the war?”

“With sickness claiming the lives of so many at home, it was deemed safer for me to be closer to the front,” the King laughed absently. “Though I ventured closer than I was supposed to. I was eager to prove my worth then, despite having done so in other ways before that.”

Samuel’s brows went up in surprise, causing Radomir to elaborate a little more. “It wasn’t supposed to be known that I was there. I was to be hidden in plain sight, as it were. But my youthful arrogance wouldn’t allow me to remain anonymous for long. Your father was quite displeased with me.”

“You served with my father?” Samuel asked, sitting up a little as his interest grew. The protests of his pained body went mostly unnoticed.

Radomir nodded again, a wistful expression settling on his face. “Indeed, though I didn’t make it easy on him. Or his friend, Wilson, for that matter. Neither one was impressed with the impetuous prince in search of glory. They were much more acquainted with the realities of battle than me at the time. It was a lesson I would come to learn the hard way.”

“It’s a defining characteristic of my youth: recklessness,” the King said, hanging his head in shame. “But had I known that we had conceived a child then, I would not have hesitated to bring her home.”

“Home?” Ivanna repeated skeptically. “You would have recognized her, officially?”

“Absolutely,” the king answered without hesitation. “Aside from the fact that she’s my only daughter with a woman I admired, having a child of Mystuval would have strengthened ties between our people in a way that may have avoided this conflict.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Samuel scoffed. “Delsran has been at this for a long time and would have likely found another way. Your daughter is just one manipulated individual among many.”

“Perhaps,” Radomir responded skeptically. “Of course, had I been competent enough to connect him to Charvienne, things would certainly have gone differently.”

Samuel tilted his head to one side. “You knew my mother?”

“I did,” the King said, slumping against the wall with a smile. “Wonderful woman. She was intelligent, enchanting, with a real fire in her. She never hesitated to tell someone exactly what was on her mind, even me. I thought that strange at the time, but it makes sense now.”

“What do you mean?” Samuel asked, all thoughts of pain and exhaustion vanishing at the prospect of learning a little more about his mother from a fresh perspective.

The king spread his hands. “I didn’t know then that she was a succubus. Your father didn’t share that with me until after her death. I was livid. You see, when I found out that she had been murdered, I was prepared to act as I always did: swiftly and decisively. So your father was forced to divulge her secret to me in order to impress upon me the gravity of the situation and the possible repercussions.”

“You had no idea before that?” Samuel laughed skeptically.

The king shrugged his shoulders sheepishly. “I did not wish to pry. I suspected that she might be a member of one of the Lost. If I confirmed my suspicion, I would be put in a difficult situation.”

“So you just looked the other way,” Ivanna concluded, a smile growing on her face. Samuel could tell she found it a sweet gesture for the king to offer his friend’s wife.

“When you go through war with a man, you become his brother,” Radomir explained. “I could no sooner betray Nathaniel than I could my own brother. To take away that which brought him such happiness, such joy, after all we’d been through? I couldn’t. Part of Nathaniel died in that war, and Charvienne brought it back to life. She restored him.”

“I had no idea,” Samuel muttered gravely, exchanging glances with Ivanna before looking down the dark tunnel. His thoughts began to turn toward Aurora.

“No, he’d never speak on it directly,” Radomir explained. “The less time one dwells in such a past, the better. He focused instead on the good things. It’s what she would have wanted him to do, or else.”

“Or else?” Samuel echoed as his gaze shifted back toward the king. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“My boy,” Radomir chuckled, filling the tunnel with a sort of grandfatherly warmth despite the circumstances they found themselves in. “Your mother was a force of nature. With you, she was a doting woman full of patience and compassion, but that was because you were a child. You were her son. Whereas you were worthy of her gentle guidance, the rest of us were expected to know better. She did not hesitate to let us know it.”

Ivanna let out a laugh as she looked at Samuel. “Remind you of anyone?”

Samuel’s face grew warmer as Aurora’s face flashed before his eyes. The description fit. She was enthusiastic and intelligent, and despite having a certain cutting way about her with others of her level of knowledge and higher, she had never adopted such a tone when instructing Ivanna or healing those in need. It was amusing to think he had perhaps fallen for someone who reminded him of his mother, even if he didn’t know it. Perhaps a subconscious recognition of her true self once they got to know one another.

“I’m sorry I didn’t pursue the matter,” Radomir said quietly, pulling Samuel from his thoughts.

“No, Highness,” Samuel muttered with the wave of a hand. “You couldn’t have known. You did what you thought was right. I can’t fault you for that.”

“As gracious as your father, as well?” The King chuckled. “I daresay you’ll make for quite a duke when the time comes.”

“I’d rather not find out any time soon,” Samuel remarked before nodding toward the darkness of the tunnel that stretched beyond where they were situated. “You said this connected to old fortifications in the past. Would the church have been one of them at some point?”

“I believe so,” Radomir responded thoughtfully. “Why?”

Ivanna held a hand up to stop Samuel before he answered. “You’re in no condition to go on some crazy rescue mission. I can get you on your feet, perhaps. But I can’t get you into shape for another fight so soon.”

“That’s all I need,” Samuel replied confidently. He glanced at the two widows and Hecate, who all nodded in affirmation. So long as they were with him and he avoided a direct battle, he believed he could get Aurora out of the dungeon.

Ivanna frowned, standing from where she sat next to the king. “You’re just going to leave me here with the King of Terth and a prisoner without protection? What am I supposed to do, just wait until someone happens to come looking down here and hope that they’re friendly?”

Samuel raised a hand defensively. “Of course not. I’m going to have Vena and Snowball come down and protect you. Between Vena and His Highness, it should be easy to find a route out of here.”

“What if she wakes up and gets free?” Ivanna motioned to Seraphine.

“I will handle her, should it come to that,” Radomir grumbled. “But I should be able to navigate us out of here before it does.”

Samuel pushed himself back against the wall to slowly creep to his feet. “I know you’re worried. But Seraphine’s attack was meant to be a diversion and a reward for her service. It was personal. So, I have to wonder where the rest of Delsran’s focus could be. If there’s a chance someone could be using the chaos for an opportunity to hurt Aurora, I have to go.”

“Even if she is not in any immediate danger,” the King added, “it would be wise to gather our forces and stay close to one another.”

The platinum blonde let out a long sigh, looking between Samuel and the King apprehensively. She could see the wisdom of what they were saying but desperately didn’t want to split up.

“I’ll stay with them,” Hecate offered, much to Samuel’s surprise. Looking over at her, he saw her give a reassuring look to the king. He’d made quite the impression on her in court, evidently.

“We should be able to protect you, Master,” Silke assured him. After all, the two widows had used significantly less energy than Hecate had in the fight with Seraphine. “But we should leave immediately.”

“Alright,” Samuel agreed, wincing as the pain he’d been ignoring made itself known once more. “Can you help me out with my ankles?”

“Yes,” Ivanna responded, going down to one knee to examine them again. She’d given a brief look at him and the King before they’d moved out of the crumbling courthouse and into the tunnels, but she wanted to be sure that her original assessment was correct. “Any healing I give you isn’t going to hold up to further punishment, understand? I’m just not strong enough yet.”

“Use a blood seal,” Radomir said gruffly. “That should boost your power significantly.”

Ivanna and Samuel looked at the King, shocked. It would have been a taboo suggestion to make coming from anyone, but it was wildly unexpected for the king himself to say it. The pair exchanged glances before Ivanna cleared her throat to speak. “Even if I knew how, Your Highness, Blood Magic is forbidden.”

“I’m the King of Terth,” Radomir scoffed. “I’m capable of granting exceptions when the situation calls for it.”

“Of course,” Ivanna answered awkwardly. “But I still don’t know how to do it.”

“He does,” the King said with a nod toward Samuel. The tunnel went quiet for a moment until an explosion somewhere close overhead shook the walls again. It was true. Such magic was part of what had been included in his mother’s grimoire. Blood Magic had been forbidden long ago due to the incentive it created with various magic users to view the living as fuel for powerful spells. Forbidding its practice and teaching kept anyone from being tempted to juice people like lemons for magical components. But Samuel’s mother hadn’t known that when she’d written it down. Or, if she did, she hadn’t cared. The context had specifically been in a section about how certain bodily fluids could be swapped for others in certain circumstances.

Without a word, Samuel wet a finger with blood from one of his numerous scrapes and began drawing on the back of his hand. Ivanna stared as he did, but he couldn’t tell if it was to commit the small circle and the symbols within to memory or if the stare was one of disgust. Samuel wondered how the King had known about such magic. Had he known about High Summoner Elantrica as well?

With the circle completed, Samuel held his hand out to Ivanna. “Just use the spell as you normally would, using the circle as the contact point.”

“Alright,” Ivanna croaked, apprehensive about breaking a long-standing taboo even at the King’s direction to do so. She took his hand gingerly, holding it in hers before placing her other over the top. She closed her eyes and spoke in a low whisper as she eased the rudimentary healing magic she knew into the circle. The effect was immediate and striking. A brief whoosh of air emanated from the point of contact as the magic rushed up Samuel’s arm, dispersing the restorative effects of the spell to where it was needed most. Though the surface-level scrapes saw some healing, the bulk of the effect was felt in his muscles and bones. His legs no longer hurt and breathing felt like much less of a chore.

“Whoa,” Ivanna laughed as she held her hands up, impressed with the efficacy of her own spell. “That’s incredible.”

“There’s a reason why we avoid the temptation,” Samuel reminded her, offering her a thankful nod. “But thank you. This should be more than enough to do the trick. Did you commit the circle to memory?”

Ivanna’s gaze shifted toward the king, searching his face for permission. When he nodded, she turned her attention to Samuel. “I did.”

Smoothing out his clothes and adjusting his hair, Samuel nodded his approval. “When you’re ready to move, repeat the process for His Highness. Understand?”

The woman’s discomfort waned slightly as the confident tone returned to his voice. “Of course.”

Samuel placed a hand on her arm, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll see you soon.”

He could feel their eyes on him as he stepped away. With a subtle gesture of his hand, he bid the two spider succubi to proceed ahead. Though the tunnels were dark, they could navigate the passage without trouble, which meant that he, too, could move in the dark without the need for light. Somewhere above them, the third of the widows was finding a way down to the stranded people in the tunnel, with Snowball following close behind. He disliked leaving them behind and striking out on his own, but the longer it took for him to make his way back to Aurora, the more the pit in his stomach grew.

The tunnel shook under the force of another blast on the surface, though he couldn’t tell if it was one born of magic or cannon fire. It made little difference. The King was right about the construction of the tunnels; it would take more than this to bring them down. He ran his fingers across the stonework as he walked wordlessly into the depths, lamenting that he didn’t have the time to stop and genuinely admire the stonecraft of the dwarves. When he was in school, studying among the dwarves was something he had always wanted to do later in life. This was the closest he’d managed to get.

“Master,” Fang said from the darkness ahead of him. “Are you alright?”

“Yes, It’s just…” Samuel replied, sighing, “it’s been a difficult day, and I worry for Aurora.”

“We will recover her safely, Master,” Fang and Silke assured him, speaking as one. “We swear it.”

Samuel smiled in the dark. Though they couldn’t see it, he knew they could hear the smile on his lips when he spoke. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”


Chapter 15
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No dwarven construction would have been complete without a multitude of traps to prevent unwanted passage. Knowing this gave Samuel an edge that others might not have had, while the widows provided him with the means to bypass them entirely. Still, the amount of additional time it took to disarm or skirt the traps caused his frustration to grow with every passing minute. Every rune had to be addressed individually in specific sequences to prevent a cascade of magical triggers that would reduce him to ash, drown him, or splatter him across the walls of the underground corridors.

“There is another around the corner,” Silke cautioned him. Even in her small spider form, she was capable of speaking to him clearly through the enhanced link he’d created when he’d first crafted the array to summon them.

“For fuck’s sake,” Samuel grumbled, his hand hovering over a concealed rune in the stone floor. “I’m not even finished with this one.”

“Apologies, Master,” Silke responded meekly.

“No, no,” Samuel offered assuringly. “It’s not your fault. I’m just frustrated. It’s not you.”

Each of the runes was meant to interact with something specific that allowed their passing, a key of some sort. It was likely worn or presented in such a way that anyone with it would never know the danger they were avoiding. The runes checked for the key when someone approached and, if they found it, would fail to activate the secondary runes holding whatever horrid spells were contained within. Likely, it was something that royalty, nobility, or commanding officers would carry.

“There is another further down in the other direction as well, Master,” Fang added, skittering toward him in her spider-form as well.

Samuel swore under his breath. When he’d first encountered a trap, he’d hoped that their presence and absence would offer clues to where he wanted to go, but that wasn’t the case. It would have been too easy, he supposed, and too obvious for dwarven construction. It hadn’t stopped him from hoping, though.

“Alright,” Samuel acknowledged. “You two keep searching for the route to the church while I finish with this one.”

“Yes, Master,” the widows replied as one, skittering off into the dark to leave Samuel alone with the rune he was disarming. Had he not been such an admirer of dwarven construction and runes growing up, he might not have had the means to bypass them the way he had.

A shudder ran down Samuel’s spine as his thoughts became clouded, interrupting his train of thought. He stared into the middle distance for a moment, unable to find his way back to the task at hand.

“Master,” a whisper echoed through his head, offering the same sensation as a woman whispering gently into his ear. “Allow me to assist you.”

“Nadirah,” Samuel muttered aloud in realization. She’d never demonstrated the ability to communicate with him from the personal pocket of extra-dimensional space bound summons possessed, yet her words echoed in his mind quite clearly. “How are you doing this?”

“It’s a simple thing for one such as me,” Nadirah cooed gently. “You know that my skill with magic is beyond that of the others. If Hecate can monitor you and manifest at will, why would I not be able to?”

Samuel’s eyes briefly flicked around in the dark before he realized the tall, colorful succubus was nowhere to be found. She was partly bluffing. Like Hecate, Nadirah often provided disciplinary challenges for him. Unlike Hecate, though, she preferred manipulation and seduction to direct opposition. It was also likely that she lacked the means to come forth the way Hecate did, despite her ability to communicate with him unprompted. He could think of no other reason the succubus would bother asking permission.

“I don’t have time for your games right now,” Samuel said aloud. “This is sort of important.”

“Of course,” Nadirah hummed in his head. “Which is why I thought disenchantment would be a swifter alternative to disarming each rune one by one.”

Samuel grew still momentarily, staring down at the rune he had been working with. He didn’t want to humor Nadirah’s scheming, but getting to Aurora was paramount. “Disenchantment?”

“Yes, Master,” Nadirah answered pleasantly, knowing she had hooked him with the suggestion. “Specifically, a wide scale runic disjunction.”

“That’s a hell of a claim,” Samuel scoffed. “It’s archmage-level magic you’re talking about.”

“I know,” Nadirah moaned. “Doesn’t it turn you on knowing that such magic, through me, is at your command? All you need do is summon me, and it shall be done.”

Samuel’s eyes nearly rolled out of his head. If circumstances were different, he wouldn’t have humored the manipulative succubus at all. Unfortunately, he didn’t have many options besides her offer or returning to meticulously disabling each rune he encountered. “I don’t have time to feed you right now. So we stay on task, understood?”

The succubus didn’t respond right away. She took a moment to consider her options and, seemingly finding none, agreed to Samuel’s terms. “Of course, Master.”

Had it not been for the healing he had received from Ivanna, Samuel couldn’t have mustered the energy for another summoning. It was still a strain for him, but with a bit of focus and determination, he was able to bring the tall succubus into the physical world alongside himself in the tunnel.

Nadirah’s aura of allure was evident the moment she came into existence. He understood that it was something she had active at all times, without thinking about it, and didn’t consider it a breach of their agreement. Still, it didn’t change how distracting the sudden arousal was. With a twitch of her finger, she created a tiny mote of intense light to see by, causing his eyes to scream in protest as he briefly looked away. When his sight adjusted and he chanced a look at the colorful bird succubus, he couldn’t help but notice how wonderfully her vibrant plumage framed her large, heavy breasts.

“Now, let us see what we have here,” Nadirah said as she bent over at the waist, allowing the ample mounds of her naked breasts to hang pendulously just inches from his face where he knelt. She was trying to tempt him into initiating contact. She would no longer be bound to her promise to behave herself if he did.

“Cut it out,” Samuel warned. “Task at hand, please.”

“What do you mean?” Nadirah asked coyly, her eyes shifting to meet his gaze. Seeing his lack of amusement, she decided to drop the act and turn her attention back to the rune. A thudding noise in the distance indicated another explosion somewhere on the surface. The sounds had become steadily quieter the further down the tunnel he went.

After a brief examination, Nadirah held a hand over the rune and began to focus. Unlike the magic users of Midgardia, the denizens of the Outer Spheres didn’t require words of magic to evoke magical power. The magic was part of them, composing their very essence. It was also part of the strange, alien laws of whichever sphere they originated from. For them, it was much easier to ease that power into being in Midgardia, using their own existence as the medium. The rune began to hum and vibrate immediately in response to her arcane will pressing against it.

“Mmm, it’s resisting,” Nadirah remarked almost sensually. “Surprising, though ultimately useless.”

The talons of Nadirah’s hand closed around the growing glimmer of magic that formed between her and the rune. With a twist of her wrist, the succubus wrenched a component of the rune’s raw magic from the rest, causing the frayed threads of what remained to wither away and vanish. The glimmer of the rune’s magic faded, going completely dark as it became little more than another mundane etching in the stone. With her hand still closed, she made a pulling motion with her arm that was met with popping sounds from further into the tunnels. Each was more distant than the last, echoing in the dark until they faded entirely.

Samuel was unable to conceal how impressed he was with the feat. He hadn’t overstated the difficulty of the task before them, and she had managed to do it with one hand after a minute or so of examination. “How did you know how to do that?”

“As I said,” Nadirah purred gently. “It is a simple thing for one such as myself. It helps that dwarven runes have not changed much over the centuries since their inception. They’re a rigid, unyielding people, resistant to change.”

“You’re an expert on dwarves now, too?” Samuel snorted. She wasn’t entirely wrong; she was just framing it in the most unfavorable way. It was often her way.

Nadirah shrugged nonchalantly. “You say that as if the subject is a complicated one when it is not.”

“Alright, take it easy,” Samuel muttered, rebuffing her with a wave of his hand. “Let’s not get carried away. Are all of the trigger runes disabled?”

The tall succubus turned her head, large inquisitive eyes staring into the distance as she examined something beyond mortal sight. “I believe so.”

“You believe so,” Samuel repeated smugly. “You mean you’re not sure?”

Nadirah’s bird-like gaze shifted to meet Samuel’s, sensing the unspoken jab directed at her. “No. I am not. But I will accompany you should anything else prove an obstruction.”

Samuel resisted the reflex to shut the idea down. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a bad one. Having her alongside him as he proceeded would ensure that delays were minimal. He agreed to her suggestion with a wordless sigh, getting to his feet and hurrying onward.

Ahead of him, the widows continued to navigate the tunnels, moving more swiftly now that they didn’t have to worry about accidentally triggering runes. The chance they would have done so before was slim, but it hadn’t kept them from moving cautiously. When he first drew up their array, he had done so with the intent of them covering a large area with a network or interconnected webs to report back to him. Being on the run and needing to remain hidden had necessitated such precautions, but he’d never thought he would be using them in the way he was now.

It didn’t take them long to emerge from the dwarven tunnels into an atrium of very different construction. A large double door of ancient stonework separated what was beyond the atrium from the dwarven tunnels. The stone relief on the doors depicted a scene from Praetian scripture, the significance of which escaped Samuel at the moment. The details of the relief concealed a myriad of protective runes and glyphs meant to repulse all but the most faithful.

“Well, that’s not optimal,” Samuel commented after a brief examination.

“More challenging than the dwarven runes,” Nadirah sniffed arrogantly. “But not by much.”

“Won’t change the weight of the doors themselves. I’m already mostly tapped on magic, so I’m not sure I can manage a strong enough spell to move them,” Samuel explained.

“Allow us, Master,” the widows hissed as they emerged from the shadows, returning to their standard shape and size as they did. “We will open the doors once the magic within them has been disabled.”

“There you have it,” Nadirah responded. “It’s all well in hand.”

Samuel offered a shrug before motioning with one hand for them to proceed. Nadirah brought both hands up, gripping at the invisible arcane fabric of the door’s magic, causing it to become slightly visible in the process. Rather than an elegant twist of the wrist, Nadirah was forced to pull the magic apart, digging into it with her bird-like talons and rending it crudely. The magic sparked and hissed under the strain but could not hold itself together under the stress the succubus placed upon it. Samuel looked on silently, examining the magic and how it was put together even as it was torn to pieces by Nadirah.

“There,” Samuel instructed, pointing at two points at the center of the doors. “Attach your webs.”

The widows moved without question, conjuring thick lines of tensile webbing to the places he’d indicated. Once secured, the two spider succubi leaned back, putting all their strength into pulling at the doors. As they did, the last of the magic fell apart under the added strain, and the two mighty stone doors swung open quickly. A blast of cool, stale air washed over them from beyond.

“The catacombs,” Samuel noted, observing the recesses in the walls filled with the remains of ancient Praetians. Nadine had mentioned how the dungeon holding Aurora had been converted from a part of them, but he hadn’t considered they would have to pass through the final resting place of people long dead. Even this far from the surface, the area would be consecrated.

Fortunately, consecration didn’t work the way most people believed. The magic woven into it was not a general catch-all to ward against anything their faith didn’t like. Consecrations were designed to protect against specific threats and magic while bolstering the magical workings of the clergy. In most instances, this meant warding against outsiders from hell, namely demons. In areas where the dead were kept, warding against necromancy was included. Due to the specificity of the magic, succubi not born of hell could pass. But as Samuel stepped through the doors, he felt a distinct absence of the magic of consecration in the catacombs.

“Did you rend the magic beyond the doors?” Samuel asked Nadirah with a raised brow.

Stepping in behind him, Nadirah shook her head, her eyes becoming curious. “No, Master. There is no magic here.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Samuel muttered as he pressed on. A church as important as this one in the capitol would certainly have protections. But as he extended the sixth sense of his magical sensitivity, he confirmed that Nadirah was correct.

“What does that mean?” Fang and Silke inquired in unison.

“I’m not sure,” Samuel answered quietly as we wove his way carefully through the narrow passages of the catacombs. Behind him, Nadirah struggled to navigate her larger body among the remains of the dead without touching them. A distinct look of disgust and discomfort had settled on her face.

“Perhaps it was negated,” the larger succubus suggested absently. Samuel considered the possibility. It was an absurd suggestion under normal circumstances, but the situation was anything but ordinary. The amount of power required to negate such longstanding magic was even more than what Nadirah had used before. Negation was a much more potent ability than rending it.

“I hope that’s not the case,” Samuel said as they entered a junction in the catacombs. The draft he felt from his left made the navigation of the widows unnecessary. The subtle movement of air indicated the direction they needed to go to get closer to the occupied portion of the catacombs, possibly even to the secretive dungeon Nadine had told him about. “Be on your guard.”

As they skulked through the catacombs, Samuel expected to run into a powerful wall of consecration at any moment, but it never came. Even as they emerged into a more well-traveled corridor stripped of any dead, there wasn’t a hint of the magic he would have expected to permeate every surface of the place. Its absence grew more unsettling with every passing moment.

“Samuel!” the apparition of Nadine exclaimed from behind him. “Thank Praetia, you’re finally here! You need to hurry.”

Slightly startled, Samuel whirled around to face her. “Why? Where?”

“Master?” The widows inquired, looking at him curiously. Neither of them was capable of sensing Nadine’s presence.

Nadirah tilted her head to one side, looking directly at Nadine with a curious look. “Fascinating.”

“They took her,” Nadine insisted. “You need to hurry.”

“Who?” Samuel asked. “Bishop Lyall?”

“Justicars!” Nadine shouted in distress, causing Samuel’s blood to run cold. “Upstairs, go!”

A surge of magical energy from somewhere overhead set the hair on the back of Samuel’s neck on end. The image of the woman flickered and vanished instantly before she could give him any more information. Without hesitation, Samuel sprinted past the succubi, bolting down the corridor and up the winding stairs, taking the steps two at a time.

Exploding through the door to the ground level, Samuel nearly tripped over a trio of guards lying dead in a large pool of their blood. Pushing his naturally concerned reaction out of his mind, Samuel continued onward, desperately attempting to remember a significant space of the church he might go to in his search for Aurora and the source of the new magic.

“This wasn’t what we agreed upon!” an unfamiliar voice roared from the large adjacent chamber. Following the voice, Samuel found himself in the church’s nave amid the rows of padded benches for the congregation during ceremonies. At the very front of the vast chamber was the prayer altar, complete with a giant statue of Praetia behind it overlooking the raised dais. A small group of individuals had gathered there, most of which dressed in the same manner as the Justicars that had come for Samuel in Eldruna.

“Shut up,” one of the Justicars snapped, shoving a man in bishop’s robes backward. The man stumbled and fell onto his backside, his face red with fury.

“How dare you lay a hand on me,” the bishop snarled. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

The same Justicar who had shoved him now produced a wand, pointing it directly at the man’s face. “We know all about you, Lyall, and we don’t give a shit. You’ll shut your trap if you want to walk away from this,” the Justicar with the wand warned.

Lyall’s demeanor shifted from that of fury to despair. “Please! This is a house of Praetia!”

“Not for long,” another voice answered, much deeper than either of the two. As the group shifted, Samuel could make out the source of the voice: a tall, dark humanoid covered in black feathers. He’d encountered a strix in the battle of Bredon, but they were seldom seen in Terth outside of that. Like the one he’d met, this one had a metallic sphere inscribed with arcane symbols that hovered above one hand. Its purpose was unknown to him, and as the sight of a bound and restrained Aurora on the altar came into view beyond him, he didn’t care to ponder on it.

“She was to be left to me,” Lyall objected weakly, but the wand pointed at his face kept him from becoming too forceful with his words.

Samuel fell to one knee, using the tip of his spear to furiously scrawl a circle and array on the wooden floor. With how much exertion he’d been through that day, he couldn’t risk not having as much assistance as possible. As Aurora squirmed around, bound and gagged as she was on the altar, her eyes caught sight of Samuel crouched down at the rear of the church. She shook her head violently, urging him to flee through their shared link. Only then did Samuel realize how strained the link had become, unable to understand her clearly.

Instead, Samuel turned his attention to the succubi approaching the chamber from behind him and urged them to hang back wordlessly. He didn’t want them to engage until he gave them a signal. They had the advantage of surprise, and he wanted to maintain it even after he revealed himself. He planned to take the attention away from Aurora so that she could be freed, but the element of surprise on the part of the trio would be crucial in pulling it off.

“Am I late for the scripture study group?” Samuel yelled to the men at the front of the church, standing upright as he did. “Did you guys get started without me?”

The whole group turned to face him, bringing wands and other implements to the ready. The only one not startled by his sudden appearance was the strix, whose large bird-like eyes regarded him impassively.

“Summoner Eamon,” the strix greeted him. “It would seem as though Seraphina has failed.”

“Seems so,” Samuel agreed, spreading his arms in a dramatic display.

The strix took a deep breath before letting out a long listless sigh. “It was to be expected, I suppose. Her hatred for your king was bound to cloud her judgment, dooming her to failure.”

“She’s not the only one who’s going to trip at the finish line today,” Samuel countered, motioning vaguely to the group. “But I’ll accept the surrender of any of you that want to keep your record intact.”

Chuckling and scoffing rippled through the group of Justicars, but the strix remained composed with his gaze locked upon Samuel. He seemed to regard the indirect threat more seriously than any of the others. Being Justicars, they had no reason to believe that a lone summoner stood a chance against their collective magical might, no matter how powerful. Samuel was tempted to agree if he was being honest with himself.

“Not today,” the strix replied as the symbols on the sphere began to glow. “May your ancestors look favorably upon your honorable death.”


Chapter 16

[image: ]

If it hadn’t been for the sounds of battle and the explosions outside, Samuel would have been able to hear a pin drop in the church as the tension built between him and the Justicars. Knowing what he was in for, Samuel had been purposeful with the array he had drawn up for himself. There was little in it for contingencies and things not going to plan. He had to move swiftly and decisively to cut through their ranks and get to Aurora. Every last thread of magic at his command would be utilized to that end. Only the strix seemed to recognize the singular determination in his eyes and what it meant for them as the orb hovering over his palm began to spin faster.

When the tension finally broke, it was like an explosion of activity as one Justicar fired a bolt of concentrated flame in his direction, affording his companions a moment to spread out and begin working magic of their own. Samuel’s foot slid back over the rune at the rear of the array, triggering the magic he had stored there before pushing forward. He’d configured the array in a dangerous and slightly unstable cascade format. Each rune would be on a timed delay before triggering the next in sequence. The explosion of activity instantly slowed in Samuel’s perception while he continued forward at what felt like mostly the same speed.

With the haste rune in effect, time dilated around him in an unstable skin-tight sheath, allowing him to perceive things slower than they were and react to them much faster. Rather than waste effort parrying the spell bound for him down the center aisle, Samuel shifted to one side, allowing the superheated bolt of magic to pass over his shoulder and a mere inch from his ear. He continued to roll and move as other spells were fired in his direction, pausing only to kinetically heave a couple of the prayer benches forward toward the Justicars on the right. Those on the left had all summoned creatures of their own to add to their number, ranging from standard varieties Samuel was well-acquainted with from his studies to more exotic conjurations he couldn’t quite place.

Moving forward, blasts of lightning, fire, and cold rained down upon him from casters while outsiders rushed at him with reckless abandon. He parried as little as he could, focusing on avoiding contact as much as he was able, lest he accidentally lend some of the dilated time to any of his foes. It wasn’t common, but the unstable nature of a cascade array made it much more possible. It was part of the reason he wanted to put it in use, as it could allow some of the environment he interacted with to move at a similar speed to his own, but offering it an element of unpredictability that would be difficult for the Justicars to adapt to on the fly.

Though never the picture of grace in any physical activities he’d undertaken in his life, the benefit of moving faster while his enemies moved slower allowed him to appear far more agile than he was. His spear whirled around as he moved, firing spells with wordless castings as often as his already strained body could manage. Outsiders were caught off guard, knocked to one side by bursts of magical might, or cut open with the supernaturally sharp blade of the spearhead as he moved through the middle of their lines. Loathe though he was to engage in taking the lives of others, the situation he’d found himself simply didn’t allow for anything less than a ruthless approach. It wasn’t enough to wound or injure; he had to strike in a way that utterly disabled every combatant in the room.

As he moved under the pouncing form of a large feline outside, he dragged the spear behind him, carving its belly open before spinning around to drive the head of the spear through the neck of an imp. The creature’s expression had hardly shifted to one of surprise before he moved onto the Justicar behind him, issuing him commands. He swept the legs out from the man, slamming him down to the ground with the haft of the spear before driving the point through his torso and loosing a kinetic thrust at the same time. What Samuel left behind would have to be removed with a mop if the church still stood at the end of the day.

Bringing the spear across his shoulders, he blasted a flame elemental, trying to flank him with an amplified cryo dart, taking the creature’s entire head off in the process. The next rune in sequence triggered, offering Samuel the enhancement to his jumping that allowed him to leap clear of a trio of spells converging upon him. The magic, combined with the enhanced speed he was moving at, made it difficult and awkward to adapt as he shot through the air, barely getting his legs in front of him as he collided with one of the stone pillars at the edge of the large room. As he leapt free of the pillar, he left behind a ruin spell that practically erased the middle section of the stone pillar before bringing parts of the upper half down upon the group of Justicars.

Arching over them in his leap, he conjured a large amount of water with the water pump spell before hitting the floor awkwardly and sending a bolt of lightning through the nearest conjured outsider. The electrical energy shot down through the creature, meeting the puddle of freshly conjured water before spiraling out and seizing any who had been caught in the downpour with secondary shocks.

As the Justicars began to catch on to what was happening, the advantage gap he’d created between them began to narrow. More of the spells being hurled at him were predictive rather than direct, with others switching to area spells while summoned creatures moved into flanking positions to catch him wherever he aimed to dodge. Having established a pattern for them to adapt to, Samuel switched his tactics entirely, deflecting spells that came at him toward the allies of the sources. Ready to pounce on a swiftly moving Samuel, most were unprepared to defend themselves against suddenly accelerating friendly fire being thrown in several directions.

The result was utter panic as they fanned out, trying to create more space where the area spells and abilities didn’t overlap and kill them before they had a chance to act. The third rune in the sequence triggered, splitting the magic that enhanced his speed and leaping with the widows that had accompanied him into the church. The two spider succubi reacted quickly, snatching up individual summoners and outsiders along the edges of the fight who had moved too hastily to get out of harm’s way. The succubi skittered along the rafters, lifting bodies into the air with ease, wrapping them in cocoons or sinking poisonous fangs into them. Fang was inclined simply to let some of the humans fall after she’d launched them into the air, knowing they couldn’t handle the impact with the floor very well.

With the magic split, the degree of speed Samuel possessed was significantly reduced. However, even at his slower rate of movement, he was still moving faster and perceiving more than his enemies, which allowed him to maintain a narrow advantage. He parried another spell back upon its caster before tumbling forward into the group, desperate to get into position before the next rune in the sequence was triggered.

Arriving at the center of the chaos without a second to spare, the next rune triggered, amplifying the natural aura of lust that emanated from Nadirah, who was now entering the fray. The confusion it sowed was instantly recognizable, not just on the faces of the Justicars but on the creatures they continued to call into being in an attempt to overwhelm Samuel with pure numbers. The outsiders appeared more vulnerable to the effect, having not been given mental protection in their summoners’ haste.

Samuel drank it in, the sudden spike in erotic desire that surged through the crowd like a shockwave, channeling it into himself as he had done with the lightning. Slamming the end of his spear into the floor, he triggered another spell of ruin with such power and force that the result created an unstable eruption of wood and stone outward in all directions, hurling his assailants against walls and pillars before being pelted with debris in turn.

“Not bad,” the strix remarked a mere foot behind Samuel, his deep voice sending a shudder of surprise down his spine. “But you’re not the only one who knows how to play this game.”

Before he could turn to face the strix, Samuel felt the crimson pain of his talons raking down his back. He arched in agony, falling forward and spinning around with the spear at its full reach in an effort to create space between him and the strix. The creature moved with the same ease that Samuel had displayed when first casting the hastening spell at the beginning of the fight, sliding under the swing of the weapon and surging forward in a wall of feathered muscle, claws crackling with dark electricity. Behind him, the orb covered in arcane markings spun faster on both axes, creating a strobing effect as the light from the markings grew.

The strix was intercepted by the pair of widows, one going low with a sweeping kick while the other went high with a haymaker. The strix fell back, avoiding the strike to his head in a mind-bending display of acrobatics while moving over the sweep toward his legs. He hit the floor and rolled, discharging the electrical spell he’d been holding in his palm on the nearest widow even as Samuel surged forward with a thrust of his spear in an attempt to prevent it.

Samuel fell forward as the strix seized the haft of his spear and yanked. As he stumbled and nearly fell, Nadirah hurled a blast of wind that went wide and finished the job. Samuel slammed heavily against one of the benches near the front of the church before toppling over it. The strix leapt into the air, spreading the black wings on his back before beating them several times to gain lift. Nadirah went after him with her own magical version of flight while the widows struggled to keep up along the pillars and rafters overhead.

Taking his attention off the fight momentarily, Samuel surveyed the damage in the church to see who might still be standing. Most of those he’d caught in the lustful ruin had been disabled, and those who hadn’t were doing everything they could to crawl away from the continuing fight overhead that showered them with magic and debris. His attention shifted to the spinning sphere and the altar Aurora had been strapped to. Deciding it was probably best to prevent whatever the sphere was building up to, Samuel pointed his spear at it and readied a spell.

An eldritch bolt of pure magic struck the spear, knocking it wide and causing the bolt of lightning intended for the strange orb to go wide and blow out a large chunk of the statue of Praetia just behind where Aurora was restrained.

“Fuck!” Samuel spat, glancing up at the strix who’d managed to spare the brief effort it took to disrupt his aim. The end of the spear sizzled and glowed from the combined power of the two spells. He’d never seen the implement put under such stress and didn’t want to risk putting it through more until it had the chance to cool down.

Aurora thrashed around under the restraints in a desperate attempt to get free, making little progress. Ignoring the strange magic gaining momentum for a moment, Samuel focused on the woman he loved and sprinted toward the altar. After only a few steps, Samuel felt the ground fall away from him as a giant, glowing, clawed hand wrapped around him and hurled him back down the aisle. Taken by surprise, Samuel was barely able to move into a roll when he hit the floor, the disparate sources of pain and exhaustion in his body beginning to melt into a singular desire to lay down and go to sleep for a year.

As he pulled himself to his feet, Samuel glanced around to see he was nearly right back where he started. The strix was a much more skilled opponent than he’d anticipated. More importantly, Samuel had no experience battling warlocks. Information on them in Vulkswain’s had not been plentiful. He was able to match him and fend off three separate succubi determined to take him down. Magical might wasn’t going to be enough. At the very least, no amount that he could muster at that time. What he needed was speed, but to take any from the others would likely condemn them to death. Casting the spell again would only compound the eventual price he would have to pay when the first hastening expired.

“Snowball,” Samuel muttered aloud, extending his will through the link to his familiar. “You’re needed here.”

Feeling an unspoken acknowledgment, Samuel sensed he only had a few moments to prepare everything for her arrival. With a look toward the vaulted ceiling of the immense chamber, Samuel wordlessly instructed the widows to begin boxing in the movements of the strix. As they moved in tandem with Nadirah, they left sheets and lines of webbing behind, forcing the battle lower toward the ground for the incoming rabbit succubus.

As he felt Snowball’s swift approach, Samuel ordered the rest of the succubi to disengage. When they did, the strix sought to press the advantage, not realizing until it was too late that an opening had been created for an entirely new combatant bursting through the ruined front doors of the church. Even with the benefit of the link, Samuel had difficulty tracking Snowball’s movements as she entered the church, zig-zagged across the debris of the fight, and rocketed into the strix foot first to bury a kick deep into his face.

The impact sent the strix skipping backward across the floor like a stone on a pond’s surface and nearly through the growing area of destructive magic forming around the spinning orb. He didn’t have enough time to get to his feet fully before Snowball was on him, peppering him furiously with a flurry of blows across his body. Snowball had been the very first succubus that Samuel had summoned during his proving, and while she lacked much of the magical versatility that his later summons possessed, none could match her speed. It had only grown with time. It was all the strix could do just to block a few of the blows, even with the benefit of time magic at his disposal.

“Destroy that thing before it finishes what it’s doing,” Samuel shouted to Nadirah as she descended to the broken and ruined floor of the church.

The succubus shook her head slowly. “If you wish for Aurora to survive, I cannot.”

“What?” Samuel replied, confused and horrified. “Why?”

“It is an arcane trajector,” Nadirah stated matter of factly. “It is using Aurora to establish a link to an Outer Sphere. If I destroy it now, the energy it has accumulated will have nowhere to go.”

Samuel held his hands out to his sides angrily. “What does it do with an established link?”

“It summons a portion of the sphere to bring here,” Nadirah responded. A slight edge had formed in her voice beneath her calm demeanor.

He stared at her in disbelief for a moment, but there was no sign of hyperbole or exaggeration in her eyes. “It summons a place?”

“Part of it,” Nadirah corrected as the widows moved to aid Snowball in pummeling the warlock strix. He had managed to avoid the worst strikes from Samuel’s familiar, and they aimed to change that. “More importantly, whatever native laws and magic such a place contains will also be summoned.”

Samuel had never heard of such an artifact, but the implications were absolutely staggering. Aurora was a Flame Sculptor, drawing her magical power primarily from the Outer Sphere of the Inferno. Composed entirely of primordial flame, such a place would incinerate everything around for miles, depending on the size of the chunk that would be summoned. As far as he was concerned, that was a conservative guess. There was no telling what sort of dimensional warping would occur by smashing two states of existence together in such a way.

He couldn’t imagine what purpose such a thing served originally or if it was always meant to be used like a weapon as it was now. It seemed unlikely that such an incredibly powerful artifact would have been constructed for the sole purpose of making a really big explosion. Especially considering how many more Outer Spheres there were to connect to if one was so inclined. The strix he’d encountered in Bredon had also carried one but had not been afforded the chance to use it before Samuel had turned the widows on him. Had the intention been the same then as it was now?

“We have to stop it,” Samuel gasped, stumbling forward. “How do we stop it!?”

“I don’t know, master,” Nadirah replied, her voice cracking. “I’ve never seen one in person before. I’ve never had the opportunity to study it.”

As the brawl continued past them, Samuel approached the arcane trajector. The energy it threw off as he stepped carefully around it toward Aurora was immense. He set his spear against the altar, pulled out a small utility knife from his belt, and began cutting her bonds.

“Take your hands off of her!” Lyall snarled, pointing an ornate scepter toward Samuel. “I’ll not let you seduce her again!”

“Sonuva bitch, Lyall,” Samuel grumbled. “We’re minutes away from being engulfed by the Inferno, and you’re still on this?”

“The souls of Praetia’s children must be preserved,” Lyall argued as his grip on the scepter tightened. “No matter the cost.”

“You stupid shit,” Samuel snapped, careful not to move and provoke a spell from the bishop. “If we’re cast into the Inferno, it’ll burn our souls as well!”

Lyall’s face became white as a sheet. Even his limited studies in the precise composition of the Outer Spheres were enough to know that Samuel was likely telling the truth, even if he didn’t want to believe it. “I can’t turn her over to an enemy of the faith.”

“How am I your enemy, bishop?” Samuel asked curiously, taking a cautious step forward. “All I want is to get her to safety and protect my people. And that’s not new. All I ever wanted growing up was to serve alongside my father to protect our people. All of them, even you.”

Samuel motioned broadly to the battle raging through the church as the sounds of war continued to thunder outside. “I did none of this. This is you and Delsran. Open your eyes.”

The bishop’s gaze faltered briefly as he surveyed his surroundings. “No. I can still fix this.”

“Fix this?” Samuel laughed. “How do you fix something like this? We’re about to pass into an Outer Sphere made of living fire! You have a whole canon of saints who have never returned from safer spheres than this one!”

“I—” Lyall stammered as the scepter lowered slightly. “Nothing could be that powerful.”

“You can feel it just as well as I can,” Samuel objected, pointing up to indicate the crackling aura of power that continued to surge around them. There was a vague familiarity that he could recognize now that he’d been standing in it for so long.

“It’s absorbed the consecration of this church,” Nadirah said, clasping her hands in front of her. “It has devoured more than enough old magic then, hasn’t it?”

“S-silence!” Lyall exclaimed, pointing the scepter briefly at the succubus before returning it to Samuel. “I need a moment to think.”

“We don’t have a fucking moment,” Samuel growled. “We need to act now!”

“How?” The bishop asked, a look of utter hopelessness in his eyes. “How do we stop such power?”

“Well, it’s a summoning, right?” Samuel asked, his confidence growing with the sense that he was getting through to the thick-headed bishop. “So we just have to dismiss it. But I’m going to need all the help I can get.”

Lyall’s gaze shifted to Aurora before lowering the scepter and nodding. “Alright.”

Satisfied with his response, Samuel turned his attention back to Aurora’s restraints and cut her free. Once her arms were free, she assisted him, pulling the gag off of her mouth before turning her attention to anything else.

“You should have left me,” Aurora scolded him. “If you’d just run, you wouldn’t be in danger right now.”

“Well, you know me,” Samuel chuckled, pulling the last of the restraints from the woman before pulling her into an embrace. “I’ve never been one to let you push me around.”

“You idiot,” Aurora replied softly as tears began to run down her face. “You’re such an idiot.”

“You better hope that’s not the case,” Samuel cautioned her as he reluctantly pulled away. “Or we’re never going to pull this off.”


Chapter 17
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The phrase “living on borrowed time” was a common enough phrase that held an entirely different meaning when it came to magic that manipulated time itself. Time was inextricably linked to matter and energy in a process that even Samuel found exhausting to study. The most important thing he retained from his studies was that it could be neither created nor destroyed. Magic itself exemplified this rule as an energy that filtered through from the Outer Spheres and, eventually, returned to them in a large, convoluted, meandering cycle. The more one delved into the subject, the more complicated it became, and it was the main reason why Samuel seldom fooled around with time magic.

Summoning, as a whole, drew its power from closer to the source than most other forms of magic, but no known connection to a sphere of time existed among summoners. Without being able to “borrow time” from an Outer Sphere, the only other option was to borrow it from elsewhere. Samuel had chosen the only reliable source he knew for his spell of haste: himself. With so much at stake, he couldn’t afford to borrow from his past, considering the dangers he had only barely managed to overcome. Going beyond the last several hours was beyond his ability. Instead, he had been forced to borrow from his future, which dictated a tight turn-around time on neutralizing every threat in the room. He was almost out of time.

“Circle,” Samuel croaked to Aurora as the onset of the temporal fatigue began to rear its head. Aurora nodded quickly and began forming the circle with the materials he kept on his person. The battle between Snowball and the strix continued behind them as the sphere spun faster, and Aurora fell to her knees to begin drawing the circle around the altar.

“Master,” Nadirah said, stepping forward with a look of concern on her face. “Are you alright? What’s wrong?”

“Temporal fatigue,” he answered simply as he began assisting Aurora with the circle. Neither of them was in the best condition to do the work alone.

“Idiot,” Aurora repeated as she scrawled furiously on the floor. Samuel shrugged the comment off, focusing on his side of the circle while he tried to ignore the rapidly growing fatigue building behind his eyes.

“How are you going to perform a dismissal then?” Lyall asked with a note of panic returning to his voice. “You’ll barely be able to stand soon.”

“If we initiate the dismissal before the summoning is complete,” Samuel explained without looking up. “The amount of power we’ll need is far less.”

“How much less?” Lyall pressed. Samuel paused, trying to calculate the amount in his head, only to come up against a thickening wall of fatigue that stalled his mental math.

“Do you want the figures, or do you want results?” Aurora snapped toward the bishop, interrupting Samuel’s thought process and returning him to the task at hand. The woman had never been one to agonize over showing her work in school either, Samuel recalled. He smiled gently at the thought.

“No, not that one,” Samuel said, pointing at a rune Aurora had started in one of the nodes. “Leave that one out.”

“What?” Aurora argued, “Are you insane? It’ll be too slow!”

Samuel shook his head without looking up. “Holes in a barrel.”

After a second to process his response, Aurora nodded and erased the rune as the battle continued in the background. As it briefly strayed closer to the small group at the altar, Lyall scooted in closer, unable to keep up with what they were doing while keeping one eye on the fight between the succubi and the strix. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Nadirah instructed authoritatively. Being spoken to in such a way by such a creature visibly rankled the bishop. In other circumstances, Samuel had no doubt that the man would have lashed out at her for daring to speak to him at all.

Samuel didn’t have the patience to explain it, either. Aurora knew what he meant, and that was all that mattered. Rather than counter the summoning through overwhelming force, they were going to neatly poke holes in the metaphysical container of magic that the sphere was creating for the summoning. It would force the spell to fail, lacking enough energy to actually trigger. It was an unrealistic way to counter most spells, but in this instance it was the best hope to avoid backlash and return the stolen magic of the church back to whence it came. It would be tricky, he admitted silently to himself, but it was the best plan he had to go about it without trading one magical catastrophe for another.

The floor lurched as the walls and supports of the immense chamber cracked. Samuel felt a chill run down his spine, dreading the possibility of the floor under their circle cracking and undoing all their hard work. It was now or never, he decided. From his crouched position outside the circle, he began infusing it with what little magical will he had left within him. Aurora looked up at him and frowned. “Let me, you just focus it.”

“You have to be the one to focus it,” Samuel objected with a shake of his head. “Your magic was used for the original vector.”

“You can barely stand,” Aurora argued, but as Nadirah set a hand on his shoulder, the woman understood where the bulk of the energy was going to come from. Samuel would only be channeling the power he had invested in Nadirah and, eventually, the other succubi if needed. Aurora sighed as she relented. It was risky, but she recognized the need.

Without another word, Aurora turned her attention to focusing the magic, a falling piece of debris the size of Samuel’s fist missing her skull by only a few feet. Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Samuel began to channel magic from Nadirah through himself and into the circle and the complex array of magic held within it. Tempted though he was to infuse the process with esera as he had some of his earlier spells, overcharging the dismissal ran contrary to the “slow leak” approach he wanted to use.

Overhead, a section of the roof tore free, exposing the interior of the church to the open sky, only it wasn’t open sky. A rift had formed there instead, like a dancing, ragged tear hung midair a couple dozen of feet above where they were gathered. Each pulse from the sphere caused the tear to expand a little more. It was the first time Samuel had ever seen directly into one of the Outer Spheres, and it was just his luck that it would be the Inferno.

Samuel was able to glimpse various features of the otherworldly furnace beyond the yawning rift, even as he continued to keep the flow of magic into the array as steady as he could. Fiery creatures of all varieties had gathered at the site of the rift on their side, curious about what was transpiring. Seeing that the rift led directly into a Praetian church of Midgardia, the creatures had begun to exert their influence on the opening of the rift in any way they could. Some used their magic, pushing back against Samuel and Aurora’s dismissal, while others physically grabbed at the edges of the ragged tear with flaming claws to pull it open. It wasn’t stable enough yet for any to cross over, but the point that it would be was mere moments away.

The noise of the battle fell away, either because the sound had been overwhelmed by the cacophony of fiendish screams from the rift or because the formation of it had stunned the participants into stopping altogether. From beside him, Samuel could hear the prayers of Lyall shouted into the wind that formed up around the vast difference in temperature and gravity created by the rift. The pair of summoners had driven several holes in the magic created by the sphere, but the magical matrix of the summoning was being replenished faster than they could drain it due to the efforts of the creatures beyond, driven to find a way into Midgardia where countless new materials to burn and consume existed.

Realizing that he lacked the power needed to overwhelm the creatures on the other side of the rift, panic began to set in for Samuel. Luckily, Aurora had foreseen the complication and had inscribed a rune he didn’t recognize into one of the nodes. As she pressed her hand to it and altered her focus, the flames licking at the edges of the rift shifted in color until they became green. Those creatures touching the edge of the rift in their efforts to pull it open recoiled in pain in horror, their flaming eyes narrowing upon Aurora directly. Greenflame was a rare variety of fire found in the forests of the Inferno. It possessed restorative effects for physical beings of Midgardia but caused those composed entirely of flame from the Inferno to become withered and sickly, effectively poisoning them upon exposure.

Aurora had poisoned the well, in a sense, causing the magical barrier between the spheres to become deadly to any creatures of flame that attempted to cross it. Aurora had learned of greenflame from Ylvesnia but had not yet devised a summoning to suit it. Fortunately, she appeared to have learned enough to weave it into spells and dismissals. The nature of the heat cast down on them shifted as well, allowing Samuel to breathe steadily once again and channel the magic needed for the array.

With his mind clearing in the light of the greenflame, Samuel hit upon an idea. “Lyall, I need you to cycle the leaking magic from the sphere back into the array.”

“W-what?” The bishop sputtered, looking between Samuel and the terrifying rift overhead that had taken on a new baleful glow he didn’t understand. “You’re mad!”

“I can’t work that kind of energy effectively, and Aurora is stretched thin as it is,” Samuel groaned, annoyed with the man’s objection. “Just cycle it back in and we’ll handle the rest.”

Frowning, Lyall decided to comply. Focusing his will through the scepter, the bishop coaxed the ragged threads of consecrated holy magic spilling from the holes the summoners had created into the array. There, Samuel was able to direct it toward the node Aurora had activated, intensifying the power of the greenflame whose restorative properties in Midgardia made it compatible with the consecration.

“It’s working!” Lyall exclaimed as the rift’s reversal shifted visibly. “It’s closing!”

“Alright!” Samuel laughed, chancing a look up at the rift to confirm what the bishop was saying was true. The edges were slowly stitching back together as the greenflame wreathing it continued to repel the elemental creatures on the other side, weakening their influence over it. “Hold it steady! Just a few more mo—!”

A forceful pull from behind cut Samuel’s words short. No sooner had he been pulled back did he see a stream of focused heat streak past where his head had just been and bore a hole clean through Lyall. Following the ray of focused heat back to the source, Samuel’s eyes settled upon the strix. Though severely wounded from his battle with the succubi, he had managed to gather enough energy for a final attempt to interrupt the summoners. Only Nadirah’s quick reflexes spared him the fate that had now befallen Lyall, who fell to his knees at the edge of the circle. The bishop stared down at the fist-sized hole that had bored its way through his torso, his hands trembling. The subtle glow of the runes on his scepter faded as it clattered onto the stone beside him.

“N-no!” Lyall sputtered, his mind barely able to process the sudden turn the situation had taken. Without him, Samuel couldn’t circulate the holy magic being returned to the grounds into the spell. He stumbled forward in an effort to keep his own contribution to the array going. “Praetia, please no.”

“It is done,” the strix solemnly proclaimed, sinking to the floor with his eyes still fixed upon Samuel. “It cannot be stopped now. My sacrifice will not be in vain. Know that you fought valiantly.”

The green hue of the flames around the edges of the rift flickered as they began to shift back to yellow in color. Aurora’s focus wavered, and the energy from Samuel would not be enough. He didn’t have any more ideas, and the dwindling power of the greenflame caused his fatigue and mental exhaustion to return rapidly. The strix’s eyes slid shut, succumbing to the wounds it had suffered in the fight with Samuel’s succubi.

“I don’t know what to do,” Aurora choked, her eyes beginning to fill with tears. “I can’t hold it like this. We’re out of options.”

Lyall’s gaze slowly rose to look upon Aurora and then out to the rest of the church, suffering under the weight of the Inferno’s incursion. “No,” he rasped. “We’re not.”

Samuel watched as the bishop reached out and took hold of his scepter with one hand and Samuel’s spear with the other, closing his grip around the rune he often used to intensify his spells. It didn’t have to be explained what the man was about to do. With a fatal wound such as his, he had no reason to exercise caution with magic. “Take her.”

With a reluctant nod, Samuel struggled to his feet and took hold of Aurora, pulling her from the circle as Lyall offered himself to the array. Using the scepter for one point of focus and the spear as another, the bishop pointed the ends of each to the edges of the rift and began to close it. As soon as his blood made contact with the circle, the magic surged with untold power. It wasn’t just the blood that lent the array power, but the very essence of life draining from the man in the process.

“N-no!” Aurora shouted, pulling against Samuel’s unsteady grip. “He’ll be condemned to the Inferno! Don’t let him do this!”

“How many more will be in my place if I do not?” Lyall replied, a strange sense of calm falling across his face as he stared into the gaping maw of the infernal rift. “Preatia’s word is clear.”

Power surged through the man as veins of glowing fire cracked his skin, and his eyes became smoldering embers. It was already too late for him. Nothing they did at that point would save the man from the fate he had chosen.

“Why is he doing this?” Aurora shrieked as Nadirah and Samuel dragged the woman down the aisle of broken benches strewn about from the fight. As the power shifted, so did the wind, forming a strange suction that drew loose debris and bodies of the fallen up into the rift to feed the flames of the inferno beyond. “Why!?”

Samuel had no answer for her. He couldn’t wrap his mind around how complicated the situation was to her. Lyall had been the one behind so much of their pain and anguish, but before all of it he had represented a sense of duty and dedication to a faith that Aurora had held close to her heart. In the end, the man had, in his twisted way, believed Aurora capable of redemption in the eyes of the church. He’d wanted to save her, despite her supposed heresy, and eventually chose to sacrifice himself rather than to see any more people suffer for his misguided acts in defense of the faith. It didn’t absolve him of what he’d done for Samuel, but it had a strange internal logic to it that he had come to understand.

As another surge of power emanated from the bishop being consumed by the warring powers, the floor broke beneath him, threatening to undo all of the progress they had made. Lyall let out a final plea to Praetia in defiance of the rift as he thrust both implements skyward. Stumbling back through the doors of the church with Aurora in his arms, Samuel caught a final glimpse of the man as he gave one last push, shattering both the scepter and the spear under the unfathomable strain they’d been put under.

Unable to remain on his feet much longer, Samuel nearly collapsed backward down the stairs leading to the street. Caught by the succubi, he and Aurora were escorted safely down the steps, even as the rift looming over the church suddenly imploded, casting hot embers and glowing dross across the rooftops in all directions. Were it not for the driving rain overhead, each of the buildings would have found themselves engulfed in flame within minutes. With the rift gone, the storm took over once more as the primary elemental presence in the city. Somewhere in the distance, a cannon fired, but the battle had grown much quieter since the last time Samuel had heard it.

“Master, Aurora!” Snowball cried, leaning close to examine them. The familiar was bruised and covered in blood but seemed alright otherwise. “You’re okay!”

“Debatable,” Samuel countered as the widows assisted Nadirah with moving the two summoners to the other side of the street. “We need to move. We can’t be caught out in the open until we know the battle is done.”

Snowball nodded her acknowledgment as she began to search up and down the street for the best route out.

“We should go back to Vulkswain’s,” Aurora suggested, stifling a sniffle. “It’s probably the most defensible building close to us.”

Samuel agreed. Though it helped that the grounds were practically a stone’s throw away, they wouldn’t truly be safe until they were inside the walls of the main building. “Alright, that sounds like a plan.”

He turned his attention to Nadirah and the widows before dismissing them. Not only was it an opportunity to recover their strength, but Samuel couldn’t be sure what sort of additional defenses could be triggered by their presence as they approached the school. All manner of summoning was performed there, but he had little knowledge of the wards and spells in place when the school was forced to defend itself. As his familiar, Snowball was less likely to trigger anything. Hecate was still with the King but was capable of returning herself to her individual pocket of space when her task was completed.

It was just the three of them once more, the way it had been so many times before. Samuel slowly pushed himself to his feet despite the pain and exhaustion trying to drag him back to the ground. His thoughts went to the church, speculating on what had become of the interior and everything inside. He couldn’t sense the power of the sphere, nor could he sense the presence of his implement, leaving little left to delay him there.

Samuel took Aurora’s hand, but as she got to her feet, she offered to support his weight on her instead. Rather than argue, he accepted the offer silently, and the trio began to shuffle their way back to Vulkswain’s in the rain.


Chapter 18
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The destruction to Caergleva extended far beyond that which had been wrought by the city’s defensive cannons being turned upon it. Vulkswain’s had fared better than most of the city, yet even its considerable defenses had been stretched to their limits. As Samuel had been engaged in battle in the courthouse and later traveling through the tunnels beneath the city, Justicars loyal to Delsran had moved on the school as well as other key locations. Numerous guilds, including the prestigious adventuring Stonetalons, had all suffered devastating blows to their establishments. Those who had survived the initial blitz were forced to fall back until there was nowhere left to go but Vulkswain’s.

The grounds were filled with wounded even before the main battle at the gates of the school had taken place around the time Samuel had been tearing through the group he’d found in the church. The storm that had engulfed the city had knocked down damaged structures too flimsy to stand against the high winds and driving rain. The local infrastructure had been crippled by flooding that had spread in unpredictable ways due to fallen debris and toppled buildings. The body count continued to climb, though the damage to the city and the realm at large could not be measured by the metric alone.

Samuel sat on a cot provided for him in the dining hall, which had been cleared of tables early on. His wounds were treatable, but the healers were spread thin, and he sat much further down the list than those who had arrived at the school before him and those who had defended it. Though things had quieted down since the attack had been repelled, Samuel couldn’t get the image of Professor Rowley holding the body of a deceased student out of his mind. It had caught his attention as soon as they’d entered the main atrium. All of the life and vitality had gone out of the woman’s eyes as she looked up at him then, her familiar curled up next to her as it licked its wounds.

“Lord Eamon,” a voice inquired, prying him from his recollection of his arrival and into the present. He looked up to see Seeker Lumis in a formal stance at the end of his bed. “How are you feeling?”

Samuel shook his head dismissively. “No need for the formalities, Joceline. We don’t have to conceal our relationship now that all the lines in the sand have been drawn.”

Joceline glanced around briefly, her stance relaxing only slightly. “Perhaps, but you’re still an Earl.”

“It’s fine,” Samuel reiterated, waving a wand. “I honestly couldn’t give a shit about any of that right now.”

The seeker relaxed a little more, though she looked visibly uncomfortable with such public informality. “Very well.”

Samuel noted the damage to her armor, which she typically kept in exceptional condition. The damage wasn’t magical in nature due to the material it was constructed from. Seeker armor was made of kastil, specifically to neutralize and repel hostile magic. The seeker had been assaulted by other means, including but not limited to gunfire. The armor had protected her but had been badly damaged as a result. “I should be asking you how you’re doing, too, by the looks of it.”

“I received some healing from a medic earlier,” Lumis replied. “So the worst of it is behind me. Repairing my armor will be another story. But what of you?”

“You didn’t come over here to dote on me,” Samuel chuckled, causing pain to reverberate throughout his entire torso. “What do you really want?”

The seeker lifted her chin, visibly resisting the urge to square her shoulders and take her formal stance again. But the conflict in her eyes was not due to that alone; there was more. “I came to apologize.”

Samuel adjusted the way he was sitting on the cot, folding the pillow behind him in an effort to prop himself up better. It didn’t make much of a difference and didn’t alleviate the pain that all the effort put him through. “What are you talking about? Apologize for what?”

“I should have been with Aurora,” Lumis answered, her eyes taking on a glassier sheen. “I should have been there, and I wasn’t.”

“Well, it’s not as though you were on break or shooting dice in the alley,” Samuel scoffed. “Besides, it all worked out.”

The seeker had been caught unaware during the initial attack and had moved to help innocents caught in the chaos. By the time she’d got them clear, turning back had not been an option, and the battle for the city had begun in earnest. Clearly, she blamed herself for Aurora being put so far into harm’s way. “Yes, but we might not be so lucky next time.”

“I can tell you haven’t spoken to her about this yet,” Samuel smirked, allowing himself to lay back and let some of the pain in his tense muscles ebb. “Or she would have told you that you made the right decision to help all those people.”

The seeker’s lips flattened into a straight line, visibly frustrated with his unwillingness to admonish her for what she’d done. He didn’t know if such emotional self-flagellation had been instilled into her by the church or her military training, but she didn’t seem to know what to do with his mercy.

He closed his eyes slowly and let out a long sigh. “Look, there are a lot of things we could all be beating ourselves up about right now. Protecting people in an impromptu warzone isn’t among them, though. Admittedly, my knowledge of scripture is pretty limited, but I’m almost certain there’s something in the book that would advocate for the decision you made, right?”

Joceline stared at him in silence as the gears in her head turned slowly. “I suppose so, yes. But Aurora—.”

“Is a grown woman with no small amount of power, protection, and allies at her disposal,” Samuel finished for her calmly. “She’s alright. I’m alright. You… are alright. You’re still reeling from the battle, and you’re grappling with how to cope with what you’ve seen and done.”

“What led you to this assumption?” The seeker asked with a slight bristle to her tone.

Samuel lifted his head slightly and offered her a smile. “Because you’re a decent person, that’s why. You’re principled. I think anyone decent would have trouble digesting this slop that Delsran just served up to us.”

“Delsran,” the seeker spat. “Coward didn’t even show his face on the battlefield.”

“No,” Samuel sighed. “That would have been too easy. He’s got a knack for making things difficult.”

“Yes, he does,” the seeker agreed with a sigh of her own, glancing over her shoulder at the rest of the wounded filling the dining hall. The tall figure of the duke caught both of their attention. Even when wounded, the man moved with a practiced confidence Samuel couldn’t help but admire.

“On the mend, son?” the duke asked as he settled in next to the seeker. Joceline’s eyes darted between Samuel and his father, looking for any hint of whether she was to remain informal with the higher-ranking noble.

“Eventually,” Samuel said with a smirk, gesturing vaguely to the healers and medical staff moving busily around the room. “I’m on the list somewhere, I think.”

“That’s the spirit,” the duke chuckled, placing a hand on Samuel’s foot, where he offered a subtle squeeze of reassurance. The man was bruised in several places, with a colorful mosaic running up the side of his neck and across the left side of his face. “Don’t let it keep you down.”

“Did you speak with his majesty?” Samuel inquired, causing a brief look of confusion on Joceline’s face. “Is he alright?”

“As well as can be expected,” the duke answered. “Considering the injuries and revelations in question. Ivanna is with him now and has been keeping me informed.”

Samuel was tempted to press further, asking about the King’s estranged daughter and what had been done with her but thought better of it. There was no way of knowing what was going to be done with the information if someone were to overhear it. That was also assuming that the King wished to keep the matter discreet. It was enough to cause his mind to begin running with all the information while trying to replay the events of the last twenty-four hours.

“What happened out there, Samuel?” His father asked, his tone more concerned as he saw the expression on his son’s face change. “At the church.”

“The strix had an artifact,” Samuel responded distantly. “It consumed the consecrated magic of the church to power a summoning the likes of which I’ve never seen. I’ve never even read of such a thing.”

“What manner of summoning?” The seeker asked, unable to keep quiet when it came to matters of the church. She glanced apologetically toward the duke but found no sign of reprimand on his face. He was just as curious.

“It was designed to call a portion of one of the Outer Spheres here to Midgardia,” Samuel explained. “They were using Aurora as an anchor of sorts, a way of selecting which Outer Sphere to use. In this case, it was the Inferno.”

“Praetia’s mercy,” Joceline gasped in horror. “How is such a thing even possible?”

Samuel shook his head, defeated. “I don’t know. I’ve no knowledge of any of the magical traditions of the strix.”

“Did the strix call it an arcane trajector?” Samuel’s father asked solemnly, causing Samuel to twist a little uncomfortably on the cot. It wasn’t a tone he’d heard much from the man since he was a child.

“Nadirah did,” Samuel muttered as he furrowed his brows. “How did you know?”

“Wilson and I were tasked with assisting Mystuval with locating one during the war with Gruvora,” the duke answered grimly. “We lost a lot of good men trying to locate it before they could. We were told it was a weapon of incredible power that would jump-start Gruvora’s summoning capabilities, along with enhancing whatever other magical traditions they had.”

“Did you get to it before them?” Samuel pressed curiously.

“No,” the duke said with a shrug. “But they didn’t find it either. After all the time, effort, and blood, it turned out that the whole thing had been a wild goose chase. Or so we had been led to believe at the time. This new information leads me to suspect they somehow secured the artifact before we arrived and have been holding onto it ever since.”

“To what end?” Joceline growled. “Could they have been plotting this the whole time?”

“Unlikely,” Samuel interjected with a wave of his hand. One of the nurses approached quietly and began to take his vitals while making notes on the chart beside the cot. “Either they threw it into a vault where no one, not even their ally at the time, could get a hold of it, or someone who had access to all of the information slipped in to grab it before anyone arrived.”

“Like a Justicar,” Joceline concluded grimly. Samuel answered her with a concerned and pointed nod. If Delsran had been playing both sides of conflicts as far back as they believed, it would have been a simple matter for him.

“I just don’t know how the strix factor into it,” Samuel admitted as the nurse busied herself with changing some of the bandages and applying some low-level healing magic to areas that looked problematic to her. With how stretched thin they all had been, none of the healers were inclined to exert themselves too much unless it was for something life-saving. It was better that they ration what magic they had across all the people that needed it.

“When I mentioned this mission to your mother,” the duke said wistfully. “She thought I had to be pulling her leg.”

Samuel’s brow arched slightly. “Oh?”

The duke laughed a little as he looked between Samuel and Joceline. “She was convinced I had got the name wrong. That I had to be mistaken because the arcane trajectors were created for travel in the outer spheres.”

“Travel?” Samuel asked with a hint of amusement. “Like from sphere to sphere?”

“Just so,” his father said with a glimmer of approval in his eye. “She said it allowed them to cross the distance the way we walked from one room to the next.”

“If I hadn’t countered the whole thing, that’s precisely what the things from the Inferno would have done,” Samuel huffed, images of the blazing entities from the other side of the rift flashing through his mind. “How does a tool of travel become a weapon?”

“I don’t know,” the duke admitted, spreading his hands. “But this was why your mother was convinced that I must have been mistaken or, at the very least, the intelligence we had was flawed.”

Samuel sat up a little upon the nurse’s instruction, allowing her access to the ribs that pained him mercilessly. Though the pain remained even after the small threads of magic she wove into his body took hold, it was blunted considerably. When she was done, she allowed him to rest back on the pillow.

“Someone will be back in a few hours to check on you,” the young woman said, the gentle point of her ears tipping Samuel off to a bit of elven ancestry. “But the best thing for you now is just to rest.”

Though the nurse had said it to him, he knew immediately that it had been meant for the seeker and the duke, both of whom were of much higher station than her. It was a clever way of getting the point across without creating any offense, not that either would have taken it in such a way if she had spoken directly to them.

After she was gone, Samuel gave a slight nod to his visitors. “It’s good advice for you two as well,” he remarked, trying to find a comfortable position on the incredibly uncomfortable cot. “You should get some rest.”

“There’s still much to do,” Joceline objected, but a look from the duke caused her resolve on the subject to waver. “But perhaps a short nap might be in order.”

Samuel’s father let out a short laugh and clapped a hand on the seeker’s shoulder. “There might be hope for you yet, Seeker Lumis.”

“Tomorrow morning, we should see about speaking with the King’s prisoner,” Samuel suggested. “She might be able to fill in some of the gaps about the trajector.”

“A good plan,” the duke agreed before looking up and down the aisle of cots. “Where is Aurora? I would have expected her to be here with you.”

“She needed some time alone,” Samuel answered vaguely. Aurora didn’t want to be bothered, and he didn’t want anyone getting the idea to go speak with her, even if it was in an attempt to comfort her. He couldn’t stop anyone if they found her on their own, but perhaps by putting it the way he did, they might be discouraged from doing so. “She’s been through a lot, with Lyall and all.”

The two nodded in agreement and let the matter rest. Then, after saying their goodbyes, they took their leave. Rather than drift off to sleep right away, Samuel simply lay there, staring up at the vaulted ceiling of the dining hall and listening to the sounds of the people all around him. Pained groans and sighs of sadness mingled with prayers, snores, and restless tossing and turning.

The casualties had been heavy, but there were a great many survivors who were grateful to still have their lives despite their injuries. Others had not been so lucky. When the Justicars and the Mystuvalans that had infiltrated the city alongside them had fallen upon the gates of Vulkswain’s, it had been a massacre for both sides. Several of the defensive wards that had held for centuries had been cracked within minutes. For all that had happened, Samuel had somehow let it slip his mind that Justicars were not just summoners; they were trained professionals of the military with years of experience under their belts. They’d had all the training and information they needed to hit Vulkswain’s in just the right way.

Samuel had not oversold the value of Joceline’s presence in the fight. In all their planning, the Justicars had not anticipated the presence of a seeker at the school. This was because seekers had almost no business at the school and were certainly never posted there. Showing up to find one had likely put them briefly on the back foot, allowing the hastily assembled resistance from Vulkswain’s to rally.

Others in the fight had likely provided similar boons. Though he hadn’t seen her after the battle, Samuel had heard Ylvesnia had fought as well. She’d suffered a head wound and had been taken to a different ward of the makeshift hospital that had been established in the school, but she had done considerable damage before she had. One of the nurses had assured him that she was going to be fine, but he couldn’t help but worry for his elven teacher.

Samuel closed his eyes, extending his senses to the resting succubi that had served him ably in the conflict. Each was in a state of rest in their respective spaces, though Snowball felt as though she was becoming restless. He would attend to each of their needs as soon as he was physically able, but for the time being, there was nothing he could do for them.

“Hey,” Aurora’s voice roused him from a sleep he hadn’t even noticed creeping up on him. Opening his eyes, he looked over to see the beautiful blonde sitting in the chair beside his bed. “Are you alright?”

“Better now,” he said with a faint smile, extending a hand gently toward her. She took it and gave it a gentle squeeze. She didn’t have anything else to say. She had nothing she wanted to discuss or theorize about. She apparently just wanted to be near him while she sat in silence.

“You can go back to sleep,” Aurora assured him. “I’ll be here when you wake up. I just wanted you to know I was here.”

“Thank you,” Samuel whispered as the gentle smile ran away from his face. “And I’m sorry… about Lyall and the whole thing. I don’t—.”

“Don’t be,” Aurora interjected, squeezing his hand again. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for. He made his decisions. I’m slightly comforted that, in the end, he finally made a good one.”

Samuel regarded her silently for a time as she stared into the middle distance. She wasn’t entirely convinced of what she was saying, but he figured, with time, she would be. There was no point in dwelling on what the man had put them through for over a year. He was gone now, and he had given his life to ensure that a chunk of the Inferno had not burned a hole across the face of Midgardia. It was worth it just to leave it be.

With another squeeze of her hand in return, Samuel let his eyes slide closed to drift into restful darkness. Aurora remained there with him in the chair beside the bed the entire time.


Chapter 19

[image: ]

Seraphine stared coldly at Samuel from beyond the bars that separated them, confined to a cell with special warding that prevented any use of her magic. Even with the wards in place, however, other measures had been taken. She had been treated for her injuries, stripped of anything she had been found with, and placed in a one-piece, plain canvas prison suit. A mobile pillory with holes for her wrists and neck, etched with arcane symbols, had been placed on her as an additional safeguard against any magic she might try to use. Even if the wards of the room went down, she would find herself unable to create something as simple as a puff of air.

“Not interested in speaking?” Samuel asked, careful to remain behind the marked yellow line. He’d nearly stepped over it once already, earning him a severe warning from the two guards posted outside her cell. “You’re not going anywhere, so a little cooperation could go a long way for you now. It’s not as though you owe Delsran anything.”

The Mystuvalan sorceress attempted to turn her head away, but the tightness of the pillory made it nearly impossible. From what Samuel had been told, she hadn’t said much since waking up in the cell. The King himself had attempted to speak with her, but she’d given him the same treatment despite his swearing up and down that he had been unaware of her existence. Whether or not the King was telling the truth on the matter was immaterial for Samuel’s purposes. Beside him, Aurora clicked her tongue irritably. She had been responsible for his ability to be up and walking, yet the extra effort she’d put into healing him seemed to have been wasted.

“I don’t think she’s going to cooperate,” Aurora concluded irritably. “We don’t have anything to offer her.”

“Perhaps,” Samuel’s father responded from the chair near the door. The man had taken a relatively cavalier approach with things that put everyone but Samuel off guard. “I suppose it’s not too late to retrieve Lumis. I’m told the seekers have a way with renegade mages.”

Seraphine’s gaze shot over to the duke, the fury in her eyes rekindled with such ferocity that it threatened to bore two holes straight through the man. The duke remained visibly unphased. Indeed, he looked rather amused with her response. “I suppose renegade is an uncharitable term. Enemy combatant, I suppose.”

Samuel frowned at the woman, taking a step to his left to get between her and his father. “I need to know about the arcane trajectors. The strix you were with in Bredon had one, and the one here had one. How many does Delsran have?”

The woman’s eyes flicked over toward Samuel. She looked tempted to answer him but resisted the urge. Samuel felt he was close to getting a response from her but couldn’t quite figure out what angle to take to put her over the line. The obvious answer, given his powers, was a line he didn’t want to cross.

“Aurora’s right,” Nadine said abruptly, nearly causing Samuel to jump out of his skin. He shot her a dirty look before glancing over at Aurora, who was obviously seeing the woman at the same time as him. The apparition was doing well in manipulating the link between them, it seemed. “If she doesn’t have a reason to talk to you, she’s not going to. Considering what she’s done, I doubt there will be any clemency available in the near future… if at all.”

“Father,” Samuel said, glancing over his shoulder toward the duke. “Would you mind leaving us alone with her? I might have better luck that way.”

Without questioning it, the duke stood with a shrug of his shoulders. “Suit yourself. I’ll return in a little while.”

Samuel turned to face the cell once the door closed behind his father, staring thoughtfully at the woman inside in complete silence. They were going about this the wrong way. Just like in the fight with her, a different approach was required.

“How old were you when you lost your mother?” Samuel asked somberly. Seraphine’s gaze returned to him, surprised, though no less furious. She was anticipating mockery and insults, but it wasn’t what he had in mind. “I was still a child when I lost mine.”

Seraphine’s eyes narrowed as she glanced between him and Aurora. Seeing the other woman easing off to give Samuel space to speak appeared to confuse her. Samuel continued as his mind returned to that day in the rain. “She was a succubus, living as a human with my father.”

The Mystuvalan’s surprise and interest took over, forcing her anger to subside. “You’re a cambion?”

Samuel shrugged as he considered the label. It was an archaic term, but only because the frequency of half-demon children had gone down considerably over centuries. “I suppose I am.”

“You don’t look like a cambion,” Seraphine scoffed, stepping closer to the bars as she looked him over appraisingly. “Though it would explain a few things about your magic.”

“I don’t look the part because I was sired here, in Midgardia,” Samuel explained casually as if speaking on academic theory and not his own birth. “It makes my physiology mostly human. No horns, wings, or strange skin colors.”

“But you ended up as one of the Lost,” Seraphine remarked with a hint of reverence in her voice. “How can you align yourself with this woman, this pathetic sheep of Praetia?”

“Watch your tongue!” Aurora warned, jabbing a finger in the sorceress’s direction. “I am no sheep.”

“You’re sure?” Seraphine asked mockingly, a vicious curl forming at the corner of her lips. “Because you share a bed with a cambion? How can you be so sure that you’re doing so of your own volition? That he hasn’t seduced you?”

Unfazed by the attempt to sow doubt, Aurora let out a short laugh. “Now who’s cleaving desperately to doctrine? You’re an idiot if you think you can cause me to doubt him, not after all we’ve been through together.”

Seraphine rolled her eyes, unconvinced. “Terthish summoners, you’re all the same: so arrogant. You think because you can call a few outsiders that you know all there is about them. First bound by your hubris, then undone by it. Cambions, especially those born of succubi, are renowned for their ability to seduce with finesse.”

“Finesse is not the term I would use to describe him,” Aurora laughed incredulously.

“Excuse me,” Samuel interrupted, holding his hands up defensively. “I’m standing right here.”

“Yes, I see you,” the blonde smirked. “Why don’t you tell her who was responsible for your mother’s death?”

Samuel’s attention turned back to the prisoner with a sigh. “She died at the hands of Praetian inquisitors.”

Seraphine’s face scrunched up in disgust. “Only making your choice of companion all the more confusing. What’s your point?”

“You think I should have a more wrathful mindset toward Praetians?” Samuel inquired. “Seek vengeance on them, perhaps? Seek out the inquisitor who dealt the killing blow and make him suffer the loss that I have suffered?”

“It couldn’t hurt,” Seraphine admitted. “It would be a good start, at least. Not only have they extinguished numerous magical traditions and bloodlines to align with their arbitrary standards of purity, but they took your mother from you.”

“True,” Samuel agreed. “And I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel a certain way about it, but if justice is blind then vengeance is blind, deaf, and dumb.”

“Get to the point,” the prisoner groaned as she rolled her eyes.

“My point is that while the church held the blade, it was Delsran who was responsible for her death,” Samuel continued calmly. “Not only was he the one who revealed her location to them, but he was the one who summoned her in the first place with the intent to compromise my father. She broke free of Delsran’s control to protect my father.”

“How heartwarming,” Seraphine remarked snidely, turning slightly so he couldn’t see the doubt in her face. She was already arriving at the conclusion he’d gently guided her to. “Entirely irrelevant, however.”

“No,” Samuel countered, shaking his head. “You might be filled with hate and spite, but you’re not an idiot. You know exactly what I’m getting at.”

“Now it’s flattery, then?” Seraphine snapped incredulously, her eyes becoming glassy as she chanced a glance in his direction. “You really are desperate.”

Samuel could feel her breaking with each passing second. All he’d needed was to get a toe in the door and the rest had started falling into place. “No flattery, just an observation. In fact, I’m beginning to wonder if you haven’t suspected what I’m getting at this entire time and merely set aside your suspicions to remain focused on your goal.”

“You’re reaching!” The sorceress argued as she turned away from him to stalk back toward the rear of her cell.

“I don’t think I am,” Samuel pressed with a level tone. “You’ve been so single-minded about your goal to exact your revenge on the King that you wouldn’t know what to do without it. It’s been all you’ve had for so long, ever since someone was kind enough to point you in the direction of the person responsible for your suffering. Everything you’ve done with your life has been to further that singular cause.”

“Don’t speak as if you know me!” She roared defiantly, turning to face him as she was overcome with rage.

“I know enough,” Samuel insisted. “I know—.”

“How could you possibly begin to understand?” Seraphine interrupted bitterly. “A cambion protected from the consequences of his birth by the privilege of his blue-blood father. Allowed to attend the finest arcane institutions on the church’s front doorstep while anyone else would have been gutted and tossed on the pyre before they’d finished bleeding out! Now you come to me with some sob story about mummy-dearest thinking you can…what? Sympathize with me? Oh, how noble of you! How benevolent of you to take time out to descend from on high to mingle with the riff-raff.”

“He’s not like that,” Aurora objected, flustered with the prisoner’s shift in demeanor and personal attacks.

“No,” Seraphine sneered as she leaned forward. “He’s only doing it because he wants something from me. If I didn’t have something you wanted, you wouldn’t give me the time of day. You want to finesse me. Manipulate me. Tell you what you want to know. How very cambion of you. I bet your mother would be proud.”

Samuel felt a hot, bubbling rage forming in his gut as he struggled to maintain his calm. He recognized her words for what they were: a defense, well-honed from years of use. It didn’t make it any less hurtful to confront head-on, though. She was skilled in cutting through the meat of a person to find the exposed nerves.

“Good for a roll in the hay, maybe,” she continued, mistaking his hesitation for an opening to press her verbal attack. “But a deadly poison if you let one into your heart.”

Samuel shook his head slowly. “A crude justification for having a heart of stone, but you’ve carried that with you long before meeting me or anyone like me. I’m not fooled, and every time the truth threatens your preconceptions, you wrap yourself in a cloak of rage to fend off all reason.”

“Reason,” Seraphine laughed. “What use do I have for reason!?”

“For the most part, none,” Samuel admitted, placing a hand over his heart. “Sorcerers draw their power from their emotions and passion. It’s what makes you strong, but it can also make you vulnerable to those who specialize in manipulating the emotions of others.”

“Like cambions,” the prisoner snarled venomously.

“Like Justicars,” Samuel countered pointedly.

A silence settled in between them as the sorceress struggled to maintain the same level of fury. She stared daggers at him, but knowing that he had the upper hand in their exchange rendered them ineffective. Before the silence stretched on for too long, Samuel continued in a lower tone. “What you ascribe to me by birth is what Delsran has been trained specifically to do. It’s what he’s been doing for generations now, long before either of our parents were even born. He’s managed to weave a mythos around himself as some kind of hero or patriot, effectively fooling the entire kingdom of Terth, but you believe that you alone have his measure? That’s the kind of hubris that lands you in prison. Or a grave.”

Finally, Seraphine’s anger broke in the face of his placid reasoning. No storm could rage forever, and the one within the sorceress was no exception. Her gaze faltered, and her breathing began to steady. The cold weight of reality settled upon her shoulders more heavily than the pillory that bound her.

“I thought I could use him to get what I wanted,” she muttered. “But what I wanted was probably by his design in the first place.”

“We can’t know that for sure,” Aurora offered, compassion creeping into her voice. “But it does appear to be the case. I’m sorry.”

“How many more like me are there?” Seraphine wondered absently. “Just waiting to be turned loose on his enemies.”

“If we put a stop to him, he won’t be able to do that with anyone else,” Samuel suggested, bringing the focus back to his original objective. “Do you know where he can be found?”

“I don’t,” Seraphine answered truthfully. “He’s the one that contacts me. He always seems to know where we are. Perhaps some sort of scrying magic.”

“Well, lucky for you these wards will make that impossible,” Samuel pointed out, gesturing vaguely to the numerous arcane writings covering nearly every surface of her cell. “As far as he’ll be able to tell, you’re dead.”

“Perhaps,” Seraphine muttered skeptically. “Regardless, I have no way of knowing where he is or where he’s going to be.”

Samuel pursed his lips, exchanging glances with Aurora. “I’d settle for speculation if that’s what you can offer. It’s better than what we have now.”

Heaving an exasperated sigh, Seraphine paced away from the bars once more. “If what you say about stopping the arcane trajector is true, then he’ll have to acquire another one.”

“He doesn’t have more?” Samuel pressed hopefully. Finally there was a little good news, or so he thought.

Seraphine turned her whole body to look back at him. “No, but he knows where to get them.”

“Where?” Aurora asked impatiently. “Where do these things even come from?”

“The strix,” Seraphine replied, opening her hands and wiggling her elbows. It was either to imitate a rudimentary shrug or the flapping of wings, Samuel wasn’t sure. “Each tribe has one. Or… they did at some point. I don’t know if they all have one now, but many do.”

“Every tribe?” Aurora exclaimed in horror. “Fucking hell, just one or two was a nightmare!”

“You’re awfully foul-mouthed for a religious type,” Seraphine commented absently. Samuel suppressed a smirk to avoid getting off track again.

“How does he convince them to hand them over?” Samuel prodded.

Seraphine closed her eyes and shook her head. “He doesn’t. Not really. There’s an elder for each tribe that is the guardian of the artifacts, but in truth, the only thing keeping anyone from just walking in and taking it is deep-seated traditions and taboos.”

“What do they use them for?” Aurora wondered. “Such powerful artifacts, and they just leave them sitting around?”

“Prayers? Rituals?” Seraphine rolled her eyes. “I don’t fucking know. All I know is that he has a few young bloods in each tribe capable of lifting one at any time to bring back to him. They’re the only ones that can seem to wield them, too. Some of us have tried, but the magic is too foreign to us or beyond our level of skill. Hard to say which.”

“And what do they get out of it?” Samuel crossed his arms, his lips flattening into a thin line.

“A seat at the table,” the sorceress replied. “After the dust settles and he steps into power, they get a piece. Many of those working for him now talk of unification of the tribes, but most are just looking to take the position of elder while getting rid of as many humans as possible.”

“They seemed to be alright with you,” Aurora remarked coldly. “How’s that work?”

“I imagine they all have a blade sharpened and ready for me once I’ve served my purpose,” Seraphine speculated. “But until that time, I was under Delsran’s protection. He’s probably promised them something he’s promised us and vice versa.”

“He’s been doing it with governments long enough, so that tracks,” Samuel admitted with a shrug. “Everyone in a position of power knows he’s a double agent. They just think he’s their double agent.”

“Basically,” Seraphine agreed.

“Ask her about the holy sites,” Nadine interrupted. She had been quiet for the most part, but her patience had reached its limit. “Why are they targeting them?”

Aurora and Samuel both glanced at Nadine, surprised. Samuel’s brow lifted. “There were others?”

“Other what?” Seraphine asked, unable to perceive who Samuel was actually speaking to.

“Er, other places of religious importance for the trajectors?” He corrected convincingly enough.

“Oh,” the prisoner grunted. “Yeah. For two reasons. First, it is just that most of the places still brimming with magic in Terth are held by the church. Even the most powerful Mysterium strongholds in the kingdom don’t have quite the potent magical resonance that the church is sitting on. But the other reason is to sow discord. Religious sites being attacked is a great way to inspire the common person to go to war.”

“One of them being consumed by a chunk of the Inferno is especially effective,” Aurora lamented. “Most people wouldn’t know the difference between it and Hell, making it all the more traumatic.”

“Son of a bitch,” Nadine growled, turning away from them to pace around the room on their side of the bars. “I remember now! That’s why they attacked Prylyn!”

Dividing his attention between the agitated apparition and the sorceress, Samuel pressed on. “So if he gets another trajector, how do we know which spot he will pick?

“I don’t know,” Seraphine answered, becoming defensive as she noticed the skeptical look from Aurora. “Sincerely, I don’t know. I know he wants people to see it when it happens to maximize the impact, but it didn’t work out that way in Bredon, Prylyn, or here. So he’s going to need to try another approach.”

“Alright,” Samuel said, clapping his hands together. “So, all we need to do is figure out somewhere discreet with the kind of power he needs. Hopefully, we can figure that out with a little cross-referencing in the time it takes him to obtain another trajector.”

“The archives should have everything we need for that,” Aurora suggested, a glimmer of anticipation in her eyes at the prospect of being able to handle a problem with a little study and research for a change.

“No, you nerds,” Nadine said urgently. “He’s not going to waste time shopping around for a fresh unattended trajector.”

Samuel and Aurora exchanged puzzled looks before silently urging Nadine to continue.

“He knows where to recover one that he already stole,” she explained, brushing some curly locks from her face. “In Prylyn.”


Chapter 20
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“Ican’t believe ye didn’t tell me about this!” Ylvesnia scolded, trying to snatch the locket from Aurora’s neck for the third time. “Do ye have any idea how dangerous somethin’ like this is?”

Leaning back, Aurora slapped the hand of the elven woman away with ease. “Cut it out!”

“We weren’t keeping it from you,” Samuel assured her from the chair by the window. “There’s just been a lot going on. We didn’t have time to cover it.”

“Nonsense,” Ylvesnia scoffed, wincing in pain as she scooted closer to Aurora to get a better angle. “Take it off. It must be destroyed.”

“No!” Samuel and Aurora exclaimed together. Samuel went so far as to get up from the chair defensively.

Ylvesnia’s eyes darted suspiciously between the two; the wound above the left one mostly healed despite how bad it looked. “Why? Whose spirit is in it? What aren’t ye tellin’ me?”

“I could ask you the same,” Samuel countered as he approached Aurora, where she sat at the end of the bed. His gaze remained level with Ylvesnia from behind the blonde. “You seem to know an awful lot about this kind of magic. It’s difficult to sense passively, so that leads me to believe you’ve seen something like it in person before.”

Ylvesnia remained silent as Aurora crossed her arms, tilting her head to one side. “Have you?”

The elf frowned and nodded as the look in her eyes grew distant. “Aye, I have.”

“Alright,” Samuel huffed. “Let’s hear it then. What’s got you so spooked about this thing?”

“It is dokkalfar in origin,” Ylvesnia grunted. “From before the unification.”

Aurora looked down at the locket in surprise. “It doesn’t look that old. It doesn’t even look particularly elven.”

“It’s not supposed to,” Ylvesnia responded as she gestured vaguely at the trinket. “It’s meant to blend in.”

“Why?” Samuel asked. “Isn’t it some kind of teaching tool to pass down firsthand knowledge?”

Ylvesnia’s glare intensified, becoming a shade indignant with his assumption. “That’s one way of lookin’ at it. Another is to keep old hatred alive beyond death. A way to pass on forbidden arts in defiance of the terms of unification.”

Aurora recoiled in mild horror. Their friend Nadine was held within the locket, after all. “What?”

“There was a portion of the Dark Elves that opposed the unification,” Samuel elaborated for Ylvesnia, motioning with a hand for her to calm down. It was rare that she became so worked up over something. “If I remember correctly from my studies, they believed the terms weren’t in their favor. They believed they were getting the short end of the stick.”

“An apt idiom,” Ylvesnia remarked curtly. “Though perhaps a bit simple.”

“So what does that have to do with the locket?” Aurora asked, becoming more agitated.

“I think the term in yer language is ‘sleeper agent,’” Ylvesnia clarified. “A way for the banned arts and practices to skip entire generations before resurfacin’. They could appear to comply publicly with the terms of unification while passing forbidden knowledge on in death.”

“What sort of forbidden knowledge?” Samuel asked curiously. “What could be so dangerous for you to act like this?”

“It’s complicated,” Ylvesnia replied shortly. “And not for non-elves to bother with.”

“This again?” Samuel groaned. “I thought we were past this.”

“Nadine didn’t mention anything about this,” Aurora interjected. “She’s been nothing but helpful.”

“Nadine?” Ylvesnia asked curiously. “This is not an elf name.”

“Nadine is a friend of ours,” Samuel explained calmly. “Remember the one we lost in the battle of Prylyn?”

Ylvesnia’s brows furrowed in strange, disturbed confusion as she shook her head. “How can that be?”

“She found it at some point during school,” Aurora answered. “She received tutoring in magic from the person who had it before her, but she didn’t say anything about it being a dark elf.”

“Because it wasn’t a dark elf,” Nadine remarked from where she leaned on the door frame to Samuel’s left. She wasn’t actually there, but she appeared to occupy the space for Aurora and Samuel in a way she either intended or that they perceived. The way it worked wasn’t entirely clear to Samuel. He turned his head to regard her, a gesture that did not escape Ylvesnia’s notice.

“Is she speakin’ to ye now?” The elf asked, inching closer to them despite the pain of her wounds.

“She is,” Aurora confirmed cautiously. “She says that the tutor she had was not a dark elf.”

Ylvesnia fell silent as she considered the new information. Samuel took the opportunity to move on to other matters. “The locket situation can wait. We need to focus on Delsran and the arcane trajector in Prylyn.”

“How are we supposed to beat Delsran to it?” Aurora asked, a frown creasing her lips. “Even if we caught a train now, there’s no way with all the connections.”

“Varo?” Samuel proposed. “We could use the same magic Nadirah lent us last time. It’d be more direct.”

“Hmm, Maybe,” Aurora said uncertainly. It was a long shot, even with the magical aid that Nadirah could give them.

“Ye should speak with the headmaster,” Ylvesnia suggested, rejoining the conversation from her moment of introspection. The elven woman eased herself back into a reclined position amid the pillows. “I suspect he has something swifter available to him.”

“What do you mean?” Samuel asked, his and Aurora’s curiosity both piqued. Even Nadine took a step forward with increased interest, though the elf was unaware of it.

“He was called away by the Mysterium earlier,” the elven woman elaborated. “They’re all to meet with yer king at his country estate in an hour. They’re to discuss what steps are to be taken next. The Justicars are all considered to be compromised now.”

“Interesting,” Samuel remarked, glancing at Aurora. He could tell by the look on her face that she wasn’t entirely certain what that meant. “The estate is remote not just for vacations but as a place to put the royal family on lockdown in times of crisis. If the King had left right away, he might have been there tomorrow morning. But we know he hung around for a bit to be treated and speak with Seraphine.”

“And the headmaster was here speaking with you,” Aurora said to Ylvesnia. “So how are they supposed to be having this meeting in an hour?”

“Precisely,” Ylvesnia responded. “It should only be a few hours before he returns. When he does, ye should be ready to leave.”

“It’s as good of a plan as any,” Aurora admitted. “And if it turns out it’s a dead end, we should have some Varo hitched up and ready to go.”

“Alright,” Samuel agreed with a subtle nod. “I’ll handle that while you pack our things. Sound good?”

Aurora nodded, and the pair said their goodbyes to Ylvesnia, who was visibly distraught that she wasn’t yet well enough to accompany them. After the blonde planted a quick peck on Samuel’s cheek, the two parted ways in the hall to take care of their respective duties as swiftly as possible. With limited resources, Samuel was forced to use his rank to procure a pair of varo for them, which he was usually loathe to do. Fortunately, what remained of the Stone Talons was more than happy to assist him once he informed them what he would use them for. The adventurer’s guild had suffered severe casualties at the hands of Delsran’s men.

Once he had the varo and some supplies for potentially hard riding, Samuel sent word to his father about the plan. Shortly after, Seeker Lumis caught word of it and stopped him in the corridor on the way back to Aurora.

“You’re not going without me,” Lumis announced curtly.

“Good evening to you too, Joceline,” Samuel remarked blithely, adjusting the pack of supplies over his shoulder. “I feel like I saw you just this morning.”

“You did,” Lumis snorted with a scowl. “Did you hear what I said? I’m not getting left behind on this. That bastard has to pay for what he’s done.”

Samuel glanced at the bustling chaos around him. Even at that late hour, things remained active with people tending to the wounded and repairing the damage. “I didn’t want to volunteer you after you were wounded already.”

“You’re not volunteering me,” Joceline assured him. “I am. When do we leave?”

Samuel shrugged. “Depends on when the headmaster gets back, but soon. I was only able to get my hands on two varo. Do you have one of your own if it comes to that?”

“Of course,” Joceline answered, losing much of the bristling hostility she had approached him with. “Just let me know when it’s time to leave, and I’m with you.”

“Alright, I’ll let you know what the move is as soon as I know,” Samuel said with a smile. “And thank you. I appreciate it.”

“Of course,” Joceline replied as she took firm hold of his hand and shook it. “Always.”

Returning to the room, Samuel found everything already packed and ready to go and Aurora asleep on the bed. To him, it looked like she had sat down to wait for him and simply dozed off in the process. All the clothes he’d seen her in earlier that day were still on. He placed a blanket over her and turned the lights down before lying next to her. A moment of stillness and peace felt appropriate before everything began to pick up speed again. All he wanted was a moment of tenderness after being without her for so long.

Samuel snuggled up behind her, spooning her as the soft warmth of her body set the tension in his muscles at ease. He draped an arm over her as the floral scent of her shampoo filled his nostrils, banishing the sounds of work in the corridor into a distant memory along with the battle that preceded it. All that mattered was the moment. All that mattered was them, at least for a little while.

“I missed you,” Aurora whispered, her eyes remaining closed as she lay motionless against him.

“I missed you, too,” Samuel whispered back, giving her a gentle squeeze with his arm. He savored every last subtle curve of her body against his and how well they seemed to fit together, like two pieces of the same puzzle.

Aurora pushed her hips back, softly pressing the plush mounds of her backside against the tightness in his pants he’d not even realized was there. He didn’t see it, but he could hear the slight smile on her lips. “Yes, I can tell you missed me a lot.”

Samuel let out an embarrassed laugh as his face grew a little hotter. “More than I realized. Sorry.”

Her hand slowly snaked up to grasp his. She gave it a soft squeeze before moving it down to cup her breast over the blouse. “You don’t have to be sorry.”

“I was going to let you sleep for a little longer,” he whispered apologetically, his hand squeezing softly at the tender pillow of flesh under it. Even through the layers of fabric, he could feel the nipple there was as erect as his cock. “But I guess you missed me a lot, too.”

“I don’t need any more sleep,” Aurora remarked, finally opening her eyes and turning her head to look over her shoulder at him. “I’ve had enough sleep. You want to talk about it, or are you going to fuck me?”

Samuel didn’t reply immediately as he considered her offer. The headmaster could return at any moment, and when he did, they would have to move quickly, regardless of how they would leave. Still, they had a fragile moment that could be shared for a bit longer. It was just the two of them, and at any time, they would be thrown back into the fray with no certain outcome. He didn’t want to let the moment pass when there was no promise they would have another like it again. Judging by the slow, rhythmic movements of her hips back into him, neither did she.

Without another word, the two moved in a familiar dance with each other. They had met together in a union of flesh enough times that they would have been capable of anticipating the moves and desires of the other even without the link they shared. As his lips found her neck, placing gentle kisses upon it up to where it met her jaw below the ear, he massaged at her breast in long circular motions. The soft gasp that escaped her was as exciting as any moan. Her hand came away from his, moving beneath the blanket to hike up her skirt and push the white cotton panties down around her thighs. It was the only assistance she gave him; the rest was up to him.

He withdrew his hips, leaving her with nothing to grind against, as his hand slipped away to unfasten his trousers in a single deft motion. His erect manhood emerged like an awakened beast from its lair as Aurora silently maneuvered into position to receive him. It didn’t take much to find the warmth between her legs, even from behind. As the tip of him met with her, he caught a glimpse of her biting her lip with anticipation. His hips came forward as she held her position, and in the blink of an eye, he was holstered snugly inside her.

They both took a moment to savor it, finally reunited in every sense of the word. It felt like it had been an eternity since they’d been together. Aurora’s hips gyrated as a shiver ran up the woman’s back. Samuel’s hand found the bottom of her blouse, slipped inside it, and moved in under her bra to find the silky-soft naked flesh of her breast. He pinched at her nipple gently, pulling a little awkwardly at it within the limited space the bra provided. In response to the brief inconvenience, Aurora’s hand snatched the bra and blouse alike up over her breasts, freeing them beneath the cover of the blanket.

In the spirit of prolonging the moment, Samuel resisted the urge to get carried away. He moved in much the same way as they had been when they were merely grinding against one another. Each stroke of his hips came long, slow, and firm, much to Aurora’s delight. They writhed together as one, neither in a rush to reach the inevitable climax that awaited them. It wouldn’t have taken much for one of them to push the other over the edge. A few quick strokes or a change in tempo and power, and it would have been over. But they both wanted to prolong things as long as possible.

The dance continued hot and sultry as a midsummer night, their lips occasionally finding each other as they twisted and contorted around one another. The pretense of keeping any clothing left on them for departure readiness had long departed, but they kept as many articles in place as they could. It had become a game of sorts, a self-imposed handicap that kept them from letting loose completely. But even with the handicap and the desire to delay the inevitable, it came all the same. Samuel wasn’t sure which one of them broke first, but before he knew it, their pace quickened with every passing second. Contact with Aurora’s lips grew messier, wetter, and hungrier as the two lost each other in the climactic finish of one another’s orgasms.

“Ohh!” Aurora gasped, her body going taut as every muscle in her body locked up, her back arching like a stretching cat as Samuel emptied himself inside her in a few hot surges of ejaculate.

He stayed inside her, letting the quivering tension within wring out whatever final drops she could from him. When he was certain she had got everything she could, he began to withdraw, only to have her hand grasp tightly at his hips to hold him in place. “Again.”

Samuel offered her a light chuckle. “I don’t know if we’ll have enough time.”

“You don’t know that we don’t either,” Aurora countered, looking back at him with a smirk on her pretty pink lips. “Besides, you’re a Lust Reaper aren’t you? If we’re going to go into this as prepared as possible, you’re going to need as much Esera as you can get.”

Again Samuel laughed, a curious sensation with his cock still buried in the beautiful blonde. “Is that what this is?”

“Of course,” Aurora replied, returning his laugh as she rolled over onto her stomach and hooked her legs around him awkwardly to pull him on top of her. “I just have to do my duty for the good of the realm. You understand.”

Samuel rolled on top of her without losing an inch from inside, the cheeks of her soft ass adding both grip and cushion for him. “I didn’t realize I was in the presence of such a paragon of patriotism.”

“Mhm,” Aurora murmured, shrugging her blonde hair to one side, exposing more of her neck to him. “So are you going to let me do my duty, Summoner? I’ll even let you get a little wild with my other hole back there if you want.”

Samuel gave a powerful thrust of his hips, driving himself as deep into his lover as he possibly could. The sudden movement caught her off-guard, causing a squeak to escape her. Samuel smirked, tilting his head to the side as he kissed along the back of her neck. “Maybe later, I don’t think I’m quite done with this one.”

“That’s what I like to hear, lover boy,” Aurora purred, urging him back into action with a kick of her heels to his backside. Without a need for further encouragement, Samuel went to work once again. The mood was different in the second round, more playful in the ways it had been between them when they had first started getting serious. It didn’t take as long, and it wasn’t as disciplined, but it was fun, and that was precisely what they needed after a sensual reunion.

By the time Ivanna came knocking at their door to inform them that the headmaster had returned, they had gone a few more rounds with one another, shedding the rest of their clothing in the process. Neither of them hesitated to call out to Ivanna for her to come in and give them the news.

“Well, if I’d known that you two were involved in something, I would have come sooner,” Ivanna said with a smirk, her chest heaving with excitement at the sight of them still rutting like a couple of teenagers right in front of her. “I don’t suppose you can slip me in to blow off a little steam?”

Samuel pulled out of Aurora slowly, a pearly trickle of his virility leaking from her in the process. He’d bent her over the side of a chair and had only just finished when Ivanna arrived. “I’m afraid not. We need to get going as soon as we can.”

“I could use a little cleanup,” Aurora said pointedly toward Ivanna. The platinum blonde’s breasts strained against her top as her lust started to get the best of her. “I’m trying to keep Samuel topped off with esera before we go into the belly of the beast.”

“O-oh,” Ivanna swallowed, her eyes flicking between the couple quickly. “Would that help?”

Aurora spread her legs and pushed her ass out. The lust, and the esera that went with it, was like a sickly-sweet sweltering nimbus. Now, with Ivanna present, her mind directed by such an overtly lewd display, the volume of esera swelled. Though only visible to him, there was something about it other people could often pick up on, even if they didn’t know it. Ivanna’s gaze met Samuel’s, pleading silently for permission.

“Don’t inconvenience the earl with your nonsense,” Aurora commanded with a slight snap in her words. “He’s busy. I’m in charge now, my little protégé.”

Samuel smirked as he pulled his underwear on hastily, trying not to erupt into a fit of laughter in the process at Ivanna’s quivering whimpers in reply to the other blonde. “Better do what she says. You know she’s not known for her patience.”

Aurora wiggled her ass as she quirked a golden brow at Samuel and licked her lips as she drank in the sight of him with his shirt still off one more time. “That’s right, my love, and I don’t have all night, either. I’ve got somewhere to be.”


Chapter 21
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“Quite the quandary,” Headmaster Udozhal agreed in a dry whisper. The elderly summoner had stood patiently by the fireplace with his hands clasped behind his back as Samuel and Aurora laid out the problem before them.

“Ylvesnia was under the impression you might have the means to reduce our travel time significantly,” Samuel concluded, glancing at the magical flame that danced in the fireplace of the Headmaster’s office. He could count on one hand the number of times he had stood in this office. Even now, as a fully-fledged summoner, it hadn’t lost its air of mystery and wonder. Situated in the highest tower of the school, the circular office was filled with magical curiosities from all corners of Midgardia and beyond. Samuel could have spent a lifetime researching the various trinkets, scrolls, and tomes within it and still needed more time to get through it all.

Udozhal’s head bobbed gently, a motion that was either a nod of agreement or subtle consideration. With a motion of the headmaster’s hand, the flames in the hearth grew brighter and warmer. He looked over his shoulder toward Aurora, sitting patiently in an overstuffed chair beside his desk. “Have either of you ever been to Prylyn before?”

Samuel shook his head. “No, sir. I’m afraid this trip will be my first time. You?”

The headmaster answered with a shake of his head, his eyes half closing behind the spectacles resting atop his large, ruddy nose. “One would think that in my long life, there would be few places I have not traveled to, but alas, the path of the summoner winds through the stacks of archives more than along exotic vistas. I have never been to Prylyn either.”

Samuel glanced over his shoulder at Aurora, who offered him a shrug as if to say, “Well, don’t look at me.”

“As you know, spatial manipulation is a tricky prospect,” Udozhal explained as he turned to face them. “One must have as much detail about a place in order to travel there. Cartography is no substitute for personal experience.”

“The map is not the territory,” Samuel recited from his studies. “Merely a representation of it.”

“Representations are enough to establish sympathetic links in other forms of magic,” Aurora interjected. “Why should this be any different?”

The headmaster’s eye twinkled at the prospect of bestowing knowledge on his former students again. “Planetary rotation,” he answered.

Aurora’s brow rose slightly as Udozhal approached a globe next to the desk and turned it slowly. “If one stands upon the surface of Midgardia, they are fixed to it through gravitational forces. However, the moment one uses magic to unfetter themselves from such forces to travel to another point, Midgardia spins on without them. Now, one is faced with the challenge not only of traversing the distance between the points but doing so as that distance changes beneath their feet.”

Samuel stepped over to the globe, observing its markings as the headmaster demonstrated. It was the sort of thing that a person could understand in theory when reading it from a book but only understood the true weight of with a learning aid such as the globe. A tiny version of himself jumping from here to Prylyn would have his work cut out for him but would be doomed to failure, with the world continuing to spin beneath him.

“As a result,” the headmaster continued. “A mage requires as much additional information to reach a destination as possible. Passing familiarity or loose sympathy is not enough, lest you risk appearing far from your intended destination. Or worse.”

“Worse,” Aurora repeated with a wince. She knew enough to take his meaning. Appearing inside a tree or boulder would end the trip quickly.

“This is why something like the arcane trajector had such value as a means of transportation, I suspect,” Udozhal speculated. “Utilizing the latent power of the spheres within the holder allows it a more direct line to its destination. Though it seems likely there is more to its function than that, we can leave that matter for another time.”

“So how do you do it?” Aurora asked, cutting right to the heart of the discussion. “You were able to zip between here and the meeting with the Mysterium in a brief window of time.”

“Ah, yes,” the headmaster chuckled. “Well, for that, we use fixed points in the form of gateways. What you need, however, is to reach a destination without a fixed gateway, which is another matter entirely.”

“But you have something for that,” Samuel said hopefully. “Right?”

The elderly summoner glanced between the two, a fleeting glimmer of mischief in his eyes. “I do. Unfortunately, it requires the additional information I spoke of. Had either of you been to Prylyn, it would be a far simpler matter, but alas.”

“I’ve been there,” Nadine interjected, her spectral form perceivable only to Samuel and Aurora standing motionlessly near the window.

The headmaster tracked their gazes toward the window as the pair took notice, concluding that Nadine was speaking to them. They had been very candid about everything in their explanation of the situation. “Mm, Nadine has joined us, then?”

“She has,” Samuel confirmed before turning his attention back to Nadine. “I don’t think it does us any good for you to have been there. Perhaps if we had something of you here with us, we could use it to establish a sympathetic link with…”

“My corpse,” Nadine finished for him with a croak. “Yes. Fortunately, we have other options available to us that don’t involve such macabre magic.”

“Such as?” Aurora pressed, rising from the chair slowly.

“I could borrow your body,” Nadine suggested with a meek shrug. “It would only be for a short time, of course.”

Aurora scoffed incredulously. “I’m not some motor car for you to take out for a joyride, Nadine.”

“Of course not,” Nadine chuckled nervously. “But if I’m in your flesh, we can use whatever magic the headmaster has to get us to Prylyn. Then I can step back out again.”

“That seems simple enough,” Samuel remarked, but he suspected there had to be more to it than that. “What’s the catch?”

“It fouls the magic,” Headmaster Udozhal stated, surprising all three of them in the process. Samuel could see by the expression on Nadine’s face that he had hit the nail right on the head. “You poor, dear girl.”

“What does he mean?” Samuel asked, directing his question pointedly at Nadine. “What happens if you do it?”

“So long as I exist in this state, I can offer advice and interact with you in a way that is sort of an echo of my former self,” Nadine explained. “There are parts of life that are forever removed from my experience, even if I recall the images of them and can recite the information, things like true warmth or affection or forever lost to me. Unless that is, I step into Aurora’s skin.”

“Ew,” Aurora grunted. “Different terms, please.”

“Well, that seems like a good thing, being able to experience things again,” Samuel responded with a shrug. “What’s the problem?”

“The soul grows attached to it,” Nadine continued. “It yearns to regain a state of life. Think of it as a foreign contaminant to an already precarious formula of magic. It can drive one mad.”

“This is why you didn’t mention it before,” Samuel concluded, at last. “How do you know this for certain, though?”

“It happened to her,” Aurora frowned with a spark of realization in her eyes. “The writing in your book wasn’t in your hand.”

“No,” Nadine sighed, clasping her hands before her as she averted her gaze. “It was my tutor’s, though he did not ask my permission as I am with you.”

Samuel felt an unsettled chill run down his spine. “He forced you?”

“I try not to think about it,” Nadine muttered with a dismissive wave. “But it’s relevant to our current situation, unfortunately.”

Udozhal raised his hands gently, commanding the silence of the corporeal and incorporeal alike. “Let us take a moment to reflect on the facts before we allow our emotions to get the best of us.”

Samuel nodded in agreement, exchanging glances with the women as he ran things over in his head. After a bit of consideration, it was Aurora who finally spoke.

“I’ll do it,” she announced, much to his surprise. “The way I see it, the fact he forced such possession on you in the first place says that he was already compromised. Either through his own avarice, the magic, or some morbid curiosity, he couldn’t help himself. With the act of succumbing to that selfish desire, he damaged the magic of the pendant.”

Udozhal smiled proudly at Aurora’s conclusion. “Indeed, such intimate magic is vulnerable to such emotions and thoughts. A mastery of one’s self is required to keep the magic free of unintended contamination. And though you are both certainly capable young summoners, I think we will be forced to rely on a clarity of purpose in this situation instead.”

“Clarity of purpose,” Samuel repeated, not liking how it sounded despite the slightly positive spin it had to it.

“Indeed,” the headmaster agreed. “By keeping the goal firmly in mind, the purpose of this possession, and what it is to yield, we may be able to minimize the introduction of contaminating emotions and thoughts long enough for Nadine to slip away without either being harmed.”

Aurora and Nadine exchanged glances and shrugged. They both seemed alright with the compromise.

“So how do we do this?” Aurora asked.

“You don’t need to do anything,” Nadine answered as she approached. The smile on her face was warm and reassuring. “Just relax and let me take care of everything. Just be ready to hit the ground running when it’s time to return. I suspect Delsran won’t be far, even with this shortcut we’re taking.”

“Alright, I’ll see you soon,” Aurora said nervously. Nadine laid a hand on the blonde’s head and closed her eyes. The vision of her vanished between blinks, leaving Aurora alone where she stood, twitching awkwardly for a moment before finally opening her eyes again.

They weren’t the eyes that Samuel knew. Physically, nothing had changed about them, but there was a very different way about them that he couldn’t put his finger on. The strange otherness extended beyond her eyes to the way her face rested and even further beyond to her posture. He recognized it as the way Nadine held herself, but in Aurora’s body, it seemed strange and unnatural.

“Whoa,” Nadine gasped as she gazed at Aurora’s hands that had become her own, flexing them repeatedly to test how they felt. “Bizarre.”

“Welcome back, young lady,” the headmaster said with a respectful nod. “As much as I would like to catch up, our purpose dictates we remain focused. Now, let us relocate to the courtyard, where I will instruct you on how to form the array you require while Lord Eamon retrieves Seeker Lumis.”

Samuel nodded his acknowledgment before paying Nadine a final pensive glance and taking his leave. It didn’t take long to locate the seeker waiting on standby so they could meet up with the headmaster and Nadine in the courtyard. Joceline elected to bring the varo along after Samuel provided her with a rough outline of the next steps to be taken. She reasoned that they would still need to get around quickly on the other side, especially if the magic wasn’t as precise as they would have liked.

“You’re not going to wear your armor?” Samuel asked as they approached the courtyard. It was strange seeing the seeker without it. It was practically a second skin for her.

“Unfortunately, no,” Joceline answered as she led her varo along by the reins. “The kastil it’s composed of prevents it from passing through any sort of portal or other magical transport.”

Samuel frowned. “Ah, makes sense. That’s incredibly inconvenient. So seekers just have to walk everywhere?”

“We have our varo,” Joceline countered defensively. “And in time, I suspect we will make use of motorcars. Of course, we are more than our armor.”

“Sure, sure,” Samuel teased. “Just keep telling yourself that.”

“You’re just in time,” the headmaster remarked as they entered the courtyard. Though it was still the dead of night, a handful of people had gathered to see what the headmaster and Aurora were up to. No one had any way of knowing that it was actually the deceased Nadine they were looking at. “The array is nearly complete.”

Samuel watched as Nadine scrawled the final runes of the sophisticated array. Puzzling over it briefly, Samuel frowned a little. “I don’t recognize the methodology here. Whose is it?”

“Mine,” Udozhal answered with a satisfied look. “The array is of my own personal design.”

“I don’t understand the purpose of the inner rings,” Samuel noted, stepping around the circle in hopes that a new angle would lay the secrets of the circle bare. “It seems contradictory to the runes of the outer ring.”

“Does it?” The headmaster asked wryly as he watched Samuel struggle from his new angle.

Samuel’s frown deepened as Nadine inscribed the final rune and stepped back. The answer continued to elude him, which wasn’t something he was accustomed to when it came to magic. Carefully reciting an incantation imparted to her by the headmaster, Nadine raised one hand slowly. The inner circle of the array stood up under its own power, even as it began to glow. With a motion of her other hand, Nadine spun the circle, which carved a hemisphere out of the bricks it had been drawn on. In its place was a swirling vortex of magical light. The outer circle began to spin next along the opposite axis as the first.

“That explains it,” Samuel whispered in mild awe. The runes inscribed in the nodes of the inner circle weren’t meant to lay flat. They were meant to stand vertically. Instead of inscribing a circle for the purposes of the spell, the headmaster had devised a means to form a sphere to ensure accuracy in three-dimensional space. “Ingenious.”

“I would like to think I was made headmaster for a reason,” Udozhal joked as Nadine continued to concentrate on the spell, muttering words of magic as she brought the destination into focus. Both circles slammed down on the ground once more, giving way to a fully formed portal.

Peering through the aperture of the gateway, Samuel noticed that the other side was not oriented in quite the same way. If he had dropped through feet first, he would have been ejected horizontally to the ground on the other side. “Strange.”

“A common quirk with such magic, I’m afraid,” the headmaster observed. “You get used to it.”

“Let’s get going,” Nadine urged him. “It won’t stay open for long.”

Joceline stepped forward, urging her varo awkwardly into the portal. As well-trained as the creature was, it was still hesitant to step blindly through the large hole in the ground to somewhere else. Once it did, they watched it sprawl awkwardly on the other side before righting itself again. Lumis hardly waited for a second before following the creature wordlessly through the portal, landing with much more grace than the large bird. Samuel followed with his own varo, with Nadine bringing up the rear with Aurora’s.

Neither Samuel nor Nadine was as graceful as the seeker had been, finding themselves in a flailing pile of limbs and feathers on the other side of the portal. As soon as they were through, the aperture snapped shut behind them, leaving them to struggle in the dark.

“Here, just let me—” Nadine grunted as she tried to swing a leg around Samuel, catching a wing in the face from one of the varo in the process. Samuel fell backward halfway through his own effort to disentangle himself from her and the creatures. Nadine came spilling down on top of him, pressing firmly against him with Aurora’s body. He felt his own body respond in kind, familiar with the soft, warm touch of his lover despite the altered occupancy within it.

“O-oh!” Nadine gasped, feeling Samuel’s arousal pressed firmly between her legs. Though it was Aurora’s cheeks that turned pink with embarrassment, it was somehow distinctly Nadine. “You’re just ready to go anytime, huh?”

Samuel stared into Aurora’s blue eyes, somehow seeing Nadine instead. Despite knowing that it wasn’t Aurora, all he wanted then in the soft grass in the dark was to go for a roll with her before pressing on. Nadine, too, seemed to be confused as her lips ventured tantalizingly close to his.

“What’re you doing?” Samuel whispered, confused, though he could not pry himself from under the woman.

“Savoring the moment,” Nadine responded. “This body is drawn to you. I can feel its pull. She wants to be with you. It wants you inside it. I’m already wet, just feeling you against me. So strange.”

Samuel placed his hands on her shoulders and eased her off him slowly. Not only was it not right, but he didn’t want to risk what might happen if he were to humor her distraction. The lust rolling off her, which he could practically taste, had hints of Aurora to it, but there was more. It was strange and unusual, something he’d not experienced before, and he didn’t have the time to sit and analyze all that was at stake.

“Give it a rest, you two,” Joceline groaned as she helped get the varo to their feet. Motioning up at the sky, the seeker was visibly unsettled. “Did we lose time passing through the portal?”

Samuel and Nadine scrambled to their feet, brushing themselves off as they glanced around. The remains of a battlefield lay strewn around them. Though they had landed in a soft patch of grass, most of the small field was strewn with old equipment, broken wagons, and discarded weapons. Though the battle had been fought quite some time ago, the bodies were the only thing anyone had bothered to retrieve from it. Everything else had been left behind for the sake of mobility. Beyond the field were the city’s ruins, which had taken a pounding in all the fighting.

Samuel looked skyward, where the seeker’s attention was focused, and noticed a slight blush of color that heralded the approaching dawn. Slowly, Samuel came to realize what the seeker’s concern was. “No, we’re just further east, closer to sunrise.”

“I see,” Joceline acknowledged. “I didn’t realize the difference would be so great.”

“Part of it is the distance,” Samuel agreed as he replaced a few dropped items to the saddle of his varo. “Prylyn is the farthest city to the east in Terth, but dawn comes faster in the summer, so…”

Now that she had her bearings, Nadine swung herself onto the back of Aurora’s varo, brushing stray strands of blonde hair from her face. “Come, I’ll show you where we need to go.”

“You’re not going to uh…?” Samuel made a vague motion with one hand as he climbed into the saddle. He had expected her to relinquish control to Aurora once they were on the other side of the portal.

Nadine gave a brief suspicious glance toward the occupied seeker before shaking her head. “No, not yet. I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to direct you if I do, but I’m also not sure how she’ll respond to it if I do.”

Samuel was confident that with the proper context, Joceline wouldn’t seek to smite Nadine on the spot. But even the slightest risk of losing their way to the trajector in a moment of religious fervor was too great for his tastes. A woman possessed by a spirit of the dead was well within the purview of the seeker’s doctrine, even if she was disillusioned with the leadership of her church. “Alright, but as soon as we get there?”

“Of course,” Nadine agreed, tugging at the reins to bring the varo around. “Let’s go. It’s this way.”

Nadine gently kicked the varo into a gallop, followed immediately by the seeker, unaware of the woman’s true nature. Samuel frowned, feeling slightly uneasy with the answer she had given him and how she had looked at him when she’d been straddled atop him. If desires could poison or corrupt the nature of the magic around the locket, had his mere existence near Aurora’s body put everything at risk?


Chapter 22
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Aurora shivered as the damp scent of loam filled her nose, carried on the back of still, cool air. As the realization that none of those things belonged set in, her eyes flew open, and she sat up to look around frantically. It was dark, with only a couple of black candelabrums topped with dim, dancing blue flames to provide her with any light to see by. She shivered again, realizing only then that she was sitting nude on a rough-cut stone floor.

Reaching out to the candles, Aurora whispered a word of magic to seize the flames to warm herself, but they didn’t respond. Frowning, Aurora focused her will on the flames and realized she couldn’t sense their presence magically. “The fuck?”

Aurora crossed her arms over her chest in an attempt to stave off the cold before getting to her feet. She approached the candles slowly, peering at the blue flames with curiosity. Sparing a hand to hold over the flickering flames, she felt no heat. It was the opposite. The candles seemed to radiate cold.

“Coldflame,” Aurora muttered to herself. “Okay. That’s weird.”

Snapping her fingers, the flame sculptor created a flame of her own that hovered just over the tip of her thumb. The warm light it cast mingled with the blue from the candles, giving her a strange mix of lighting to see by. Between the candelabrums, a mirror shrouded in a silk curtain sat mounted on a stone wall. The rest of the moderately sized circular room had additional mirrors and paintings, none of which had curtains of their own. A large archway on the opposite side of the room was the source of the scent, but the candlelight failed to illuminate outside of her immediate area.

Aurora didn’t recognize any of it. As another shiver ran through her body, she struggled to remember how she had got there in the first place. The last thing she remembered was that she had been standing in the headmaster’s office with Samuel and Nadine when she’d laid her hand upon her.

Turning on her back foot, she scanned the paintings on the walls again, recognizing a handful of the scenes depicted. Squinting, her eyes settled on one of the paintings in particular. Among the women in the painting, Aurora saw herself on the far left with a smile. She was younger, probably sixteen, and there was no mistaking the depiction of the birthday party they had all surprised Nadine with that year. The longer she looked at it, the more the painting seemed to shimmer and move as if poised to replay the events of that day starting from that moment.

“These are her memories,” Aurora whispered gently. She was wherever Nadine went when she wasn’t manifested in the mind of her or Samuel. Turning to the curtain-shrouded mirror, she pulled the fabric from it slowly. She was reflected in the surface of the large mirror beyond for only a brief moment before it shimmered and transitioned to showing her Samuel. But it wasn’t just a still image of him. He moved, spoke, and appeared to be speaking with the headmaster. Hands— Aurora’s hands— moved around the bottom of the frame as the view shifted to the drawing of a magic array. Her hands appeared to be in two places at once: drawing the array and there and in the strange room with her.

“Heh,” she chuckled as she realized she was looking out through the eyes of the body she had left behind, which Nadine was in control of at the moment. “Fucking weird.”

Realizing where she was and what was happening, Aurora relaxed slightly. All she had to do was wait for Nadine to switch out with her when she got Samuel and Joceline to Prylyn. It was just a matter of passing the time while she waited. Looking through the strange gallery in the cold stone room seemed like an invasion of Nadine’s privacy, but she couldn’t see much else for her to do.

Aurora’s eyes settled on the large dark doorway, and she pursed her lips. If this room was where she stayed while her consciousness was inactive, the paintings were her memories, and the mirror was a way to see out, what was the doorway for? Stepping forward, she could make out a corridor that split into a few different directions. As she neared each hallway, she had a strange instinctual understanding of where some went. One of them, the newest looking of the corridors, led toward Samuel. It was a manifestation of the link that existed between him and herself.

Smirking to herself, Aurora resisted the urge to walk down that corridor. There was no telling if she would appear to him or if she would end up somewhere in his mind. Either option didn’t seem constructive with what was happening in the outside world. Still, the idea of being inside him for a change amused her.

Looking down the other corridors, she determined that one went somewhere dark and lonely, possibly a way to be dormant while the locket wasn’t being worn. It was hard to tell whether whatever was at the other end held the locket’s occupant by choice or by force. Another corridor went deeper into memory, toward the information of Nadine’s subconscious. It allowed her to recall long-forgotten events and information, a lifetime of experiences to turn over in her hands for however long she was tethered to the locket.

The next corridor led to something like a library, where the consciousness tethered to the locket could store new information acquired during its afterlife. It contained not only Nadine’s experiences up to this point but also the unliving memories of all those who had come before her. As a way of passing down knowledge, it wasn’t perfect, but it held a trove of information that was beyond the ability of any one person to remember.

As impressive as it was, it was the final archway that caught her attention. The same innate knowledge imparted to her by the others was absent. Several runes were inscribed along the archway, which looked vaguely elven but which she only recognized a few of. It appeared to be some sort of warding work, but she couldn’t tell if it was meant to keep something in or out. The runes remained inactive as she approached, giving her no clue about their function. Not knowing what lay beyond the archway sent a chill down her spine.

Stepping closer, Aurora held her hand out to brandish the flame floating above it, but the light didn’t extend beyond the archway. Before she could further pursue the matter, Samuel’s voice caught her attention from the mirror behind her. Looking back over, she watched from Nadine’s point of view as she straddled Samuel and felt her blood run a little hotter. Fucking other women came with the territory of a Lust Reaper; Aurora had come to terms with that long ago. She knew where Samuel’s heart was. But for Nadine to get cozy with him without previously discussing it with her and using her body felt unwholesome. It felt unclean. It felt like a betrayal.

Aurora stepped closer to the mirror and watched as Nadine made excuses about why she couldn’t give control over to her right away. It sounded logical, but standing there in the mirror, it felt like complete bullshit.

“What are you doing, Nadine?” Aurora growled, not knowing if she could hear her. She hoped she could. The candles flickered, and the image in the mirror got a little blurry. Was Nadine trying to keep her from seeing?

“What the fuck are you doing?” Aurora snarled as the image in the mirror went dark. “Oh, no. I don’t think so. We don’t have time for this shit!”

The candles flickered again, the blue flames growing lower by the second. Aurora’s lips pressed into a thin line as she urged the floating flame in her control to grow brighter. “I don’t think so.”

Turning away from the mirror, Aurora stalked her way naked across the room toward the corridor she’d sensed led to Samuel. “We’re putting a stop to this right now!”

Aurora bounced off an invisible barrier that formed in the archway of the corridor. She’d been moving so quickly she hadn’t noticed the runes in the archway glow as she approached this time. “Agh!”

Barely catching herself, Aurora stumbled several feet backward as a strange numbness emanated from the parts of her body that made contact with the invisible barrier. “Oh, so you can control it, now?” Aurora yelled into the dark. “What the fuck, Nadine? This isn’t funny!”

Aurora turned toward the corridor that led to her memories and found the runes atop it glowing as well. Glancing around, all of the runes of the archways were glowing now, except for those that led down the unknown passage. “Alright, fine. We’ll do this the hard way.”

Before Nadine might spark the final runes up, Aurora rushed through the last archway, nearly falling on her face with the sudden drop of the step that followed. Darkness was replaced by a devouring gloom of fog that enveloped her entirely. The smell she had detected earlier was more intense here, and the ground beneath her feet squished slightly between her toes. The only things she could make out in the dim light amid the fog were vague shapes of dead trees and cracked, craggy boulders.

Behind her, the archway she had stepped out of had disappeared, leaving her alone in the mist-shrouded landscape. “Uh oh.”

Shivering again, she strengthened the flame over her hand until it was much larger. With the additional heat, she hoped to stop shivering long enough to figure out what was happening. Something about the place, wherever she was, was fighting her. It actively resisted the light and heat of the flame, causing her to exert considerable effort for a relatively low payoff.

“Such flames are not meant for this place,” a raspy voice said from a few feet behind her. Whirling around, Aurora saw the towering form of a desiccated corpse floating through the air toward her. Judging by some of the features, withered as they were, the creature had perhaps been an elf once long, long ago. Aurora brandished the ball of flame in front of her defensively.

“Don’t come any closer!” Aurora warned, taking a few steps to one side as the creature set down gently on the moist ground.

“Curious,” the creature rasped, his dead, milky eyes looking the flame over without a hint of fear. “It is exceedingly rare to find humans in this place. How hast thou come to be here?”

Aurora blinked a few times, considering the archaic way the creature spoke as she checked her surroundings. “Well, that depends. What is this place?”

“Thou hast found thine way to Nivahl,” the creature answered courteously. “But how remains to be seen.”

Aurora’s eyes went wide as she began to feel faint. Somehow, Aurora had stepped out of Nadine’s locket-space and into the Outer Sphere of the ancient elven underworld. The flame she held flickered and nearly died as her focus upon it wavered. “A-am I dead?”

“No,” the creature said, waving a hand toward her flame and extinguishing it entirely before she could regain her focus.

“H-how is this possible?” Aurora exclaimed, feeling light-headed as she bordered on sheer panic. “I can’t be here! How am I here?”

“Peace, human,” the creature urged, holding up both hands. “What is thine name?”

“Uhm,” Aurora stammered, suddenly forgetting her name. The moment it took for her to try and recall, she remembered instead how dangerous it would be for her to simply give out her name to any entity from one of the Outer Spheres without taking certain precautions. “You can call me the nun.”

“Very well, Nun,” the creature acknowledged, gesturing toward the fog. “It is unwise to brandish flame in a place such as this, where those residing here crave such warmth. Such light.”

“Right…” Aurora nodded in agreement. “Because it’s the fucking underworld.”

“Indeed,” the creature agreed, slowly pressing its gnarled fingers together. “Yet thou are not dead. Thou are still one of the living.”

“Yeah, we’ve been over that,” Aurora laughed nervously. “How do I get back home? How do I get back to Midgardia?”

“Ideally, the way thou arrived,” the creature responded dryly.

Aurora scoffed, shaking her head before running her fingers through her blonde hair in frustration. “The archway I came out of disappeared, dammit! Otherwise, I would have left already!”

“Archway,” the creature repeated, lazily surveying the landscape around them. “I see. Whose archway?”

Aurora shot the creature a suspicious look as another shiver ran through her body. Without the fire, the chill gloom of her surroundings was slowly swallowing her up again. Being naked probably wasn’t helping. With a gentle flick of the wrist, the creature conjured a full gown of black and a thick fur coat around her in the time it took her to blink. She stared down at it for a moment in surprise.

“Protection, for a time,” the creature croaked. “Though inevitably, all succumb to the soulchill.”

“Soulchill?” Aurora asked, her brow furrowing. “It’s real?”

“Indeed,” the creature confirmed. “It erodes the soul, robbing those of warmth and color until naught but the husk remains. Fleeting memories.”

Aurora nodded, muttering to herself. Now the warning he’d issued her about her flames held more weight. Not only would it attract the attention of those clamoring for a sliver of what they’d once had, but maintaining it would cause her to burn through her reserves much faster. “I’m a flame sculptor. I don’t do so well in the cold.”

“Very well, flame sculptor,” the creature acknowledged in a way Aurora couldn’t decide was sarcastic or genuine. “What is the name of thy ally?”

“Ally?” Aurora repeated before her mind seized upon his meaning. “Oh, right. My friend. Uh, Nadine. She’s bound to some kind of locket.”

“I know of it,” the creature said with a nod. With another subtle motion of his hand, the fog around them pushed back and thinned, setting her more at ease. Now that she was cooperating with his questioning, he seemed inclined to do what he could to make her comfortable. “Such artifacts are not meant for the living. They are a sacred duty held by those whose time hath passed. A final act of preservation of knowledge handed down to thy spawn.”

“You do know it,” Aurora remarked. “Alright, good. That’s good. So then, you know how I might find my way back?”

“Perhaps,” the creature muttered, his expression subtly pensive. “If thou be worthy.”

“Worthy!?” Aurora spat incredulously. “What do you mean worthy? Who the fuck do you think you are? Are you going to help me, or are you just going to keep playing games?”

“I am a guardian of this place,” the creature responded calmly, unphased by her outburst. Aurora noticed that as she grew angrier, some of the color that had begun to bleed out of her had returned. Strong emotions seemed to effectively retain her sense of self in a place that sought to drain her of it slowly.

“Look,” Aurora sighed, struggling to remain focused and respectful at the same time. “I didn’t mean to come here, I swear. I traded places with Nadine briefly so she could lead us to the last location of an Arcane Trajector before this dickhead Delsran gets a hold of it and—”

“Delsran,” the creature interjected, the frown on his lips deeper and sourer than she could have imagined any living creature capable of. “Thou hast knowledge of Delsran?”

“…I do,” Aurora hesitated. “What is he to you?”

“What are Delsran’s intentions in your sphere?” the creature pressed with a rasp; a distinct edge had formed in his voice that brooked no argument.

Aurora considered the best way to explain it before settling on the most straightforward way she could think of. “War and annihilation.”

The creature pressed his fingers together as he floated closer to her, a mere half-inch above the ground. “And thou standeth against him? Does thy ally do so as well?”

“Yes,” Aurora said without hesitation, though she felt a pang of resentment as she remembered what Nadine had done.

The creature, the guardian of this place, tilted his head to one side, sensing the trepidation within her. “What troubles thy heart, flame sculptor?”

“Uh,” Aurora hesitated once more, unwilling to share her woes with such a creature so readily, yet unable to prevent herself from doing so. “She is using my body right now and won’t turn it back over to me. She’s with the man I love, experiencing what is meant for just him and me.”

“Ah,” the creature muttered with a subtle nod. “The temptations of the flesh have seduced thy ally.”

“I think so, yes,” Aurora answered as shame welled up within her. It wasn’t her shame to feel, yet it closed down around her heart all the same. “We were afraid it would happen. We thought we had a plan to get around it, but I think being around Samuel was just too much for her now that I think about it.”

“Perhaps then, thy ally remains thy ally still and only requires guidance,” the creature suggested. “It is of no consequence, however. The machinations of Delsran must be thy focus.”

“How do you know him?” Aurora asked, rephrasing her earlier question. “You don’t seem to care much for him.”

“Delsran’s schemes have disrupted many domains in what thou call the Outer Spheres,” the creature explained. With an ascending motion of his right hand, the archway that had been lost rose from the gray, damp earth behind them. “His meddlesome schemes often prove disastrous for those left in their wake. He is not the first.”

“Not the first,” Aurora repeated, glancing at the archway that led to Nadine’s locket-space beyond. “What do you mean?”

“When knowledge is power, secrets become currency,” the creature responded. “And who possesses more than those who are dead? Many are those who wish to plunder this place and others for such power to wield against their enemies. Summoners, like thyself, walk the line.”

Aurora nodded in understanding. The nuances of how and why outsiders were brought to Midgardia was a debate she’d engaged in with Samuel on multiple occasions and was likely to be revisited several times more in the future. For now, she had to set it aside. “So you want Delsran’s head as well? Does he come here when he dies?”

“No,” the creature replied shortly, looking down at her with his milk-white eyes. The dark onyx of the accessories adorning his brow and neck looked like thick, inky voids that cut across his crusty flesh. She examined his clothing briefly, and found that it was not in the elven style she would have expected. Ragged and tattered as they were, the designs were still clear enough that she could tell they were not even of Ljosalfar origin.

“Because he’s not dokkalfar?” Aurora speculated.

“Yes,” the withered creature rasped. There was a strange look in his faded eyes that told her he was pleased with her swift analysis.

“Do dokkalfar still come here when they die?” Aurora pressed curiously, her inquisitive nature taking over.

“Those who were once dokkalfar have long shed their names and traditions,” the creature responded thoughtfully as if remembering a time long ago that he had experienced. “They are dark elf now, and rightfully so. Their concord with the Ljosalfar grants the righteous among them peace in the sphere of Alfahl as thou, as Praetian, is promised peace in Heaven upon death.”

Aurora’s brows furrowed with concern. “How do you know I’m Praetian?”

“Because she wills that I do,” the creature said, offering a gentle gesture of his palms skyward. “She hast informed me of thy name, as well as thy deeds.”

Aurora felt a chill run down her spine, a sensation that was all too common in this place. “Praetia?”

“Indeed,” the creature confirmed. “Thou art known to her. She speaks to me now. She says that has heard thy pleas and provided thou guidance. With Delsran, she offers all that she has to offer within this domain: egress.”

“You’re telling me that Praetia herself is letting me out of here?” Aurora gasped, dumbfounded.

“No,” the creature corrected. “She has asked me to allow it. She has spoken for thy character, assuring me thou are worthy of my mercy.”

“W-what?” Aurora laughed. “She needed your permission?”

Side-stepping her request for clarification, the creature motioned to the archway that lingered only a few feet away. “The Sepulchers of Knowledge were not meant for thyself, but long have they laid corrupted of their original purpose, much like the trajectors. Thy presence here only confirms it.”

“I’m sorry,” Aurora replied meekly. “I honestly did not mean any offense.”

“And so none is taken,” the creature replied, waving with both hands for her to calm herself. “Nor shall thou be punished for such trespass, innocent as it is. However, I would ask thee a favor if thou are willing.”

“Uh, sure,” Aurora said in agreement. “I mean, you’ve been nothing but helpful to me, so I don’t see any reason why I can’t help you out in return.”

“When thou return through the archway,” the creature drawled, producing a small pure white flame encased in glass in his palm, “take this with thee. Break it upon the stone of the Sepulcher when thou desire to return home. The corruption of the sepulcher shall be cleansed.”

Aurora reached out, taking the small trinket gently from the mysterious corpse-creature. The power contained within the glass was like nothing she had ever felt before. It was fire, but it was also so much more than just that. It felt ancient and primordial. It felt clean and pure, untouched by the contamination of the world. “Why me?”

“I am no more able to pass beyond the archway than those bound to the sepulcher,” the creature explained patiently. “Only when another replaces the one within may they step through the archway to enter this place. Thou was able to pass because the runes inscribed do not bar humans nor still living souls.”

“Oh,” Aurora responded simply, nodding a few times. “That makes sense. This flame will repair the damage and fix my friend?”

“Yes,” the creature confirmed.

Aurora looked thoughtfully at the power held in the palm of her hand. “You know, I put the necklace on in Midgardia. I’m the next one bound for the sepulcher when I die if I’m understanding the rules of it correctly.”

“So it would seem,” the creature agreed. “If thou wish it.”

“I have a choice on the matter?” Aurora perked up hopefully. Given the option, she would prefer to move onto the domain of Praetia instead of returning to Nivahl or any place adjacent to it. She had only been here for the briefest period of time and already felt the vitality rapidly draining from her.

“If that is her will,” the creature responded impartially. Whatever favor she had earned with Praetia would be enough to grant her that opportunity, provided she continued to live righteously under her teachings.

“Can you tell me,” Aurora whispered timidly. “If I have done right by her? Straying from the church, as I have, I fear I had fallen from her gaze. I searched myself, my conscience, for guidance and could see no other path. But I wish very much to know if she is angry with me. If I have failed her.”

The creature regarded her silently for a long moment before closing his eyes. After a brief silence, his eyes came open once more. “Thou should ask again in the future when she and thyself finally meet.”

Though vague and evasive, Aurora took comfort in the answer as a reassuring swell of faith filled her from head to toe. What little remained of the soulchill despite the creature’s protection was shed immediately. Aurora bowed to the creature respectfully. “Thank you.”

“Thou are most welcome, Aurora Brandt, Flame Sculptor and Servant of Praetia,” the creature replied with a solemn bow of his head. “Now go, do as thou must. Time runs short.”

“Right!” Aurora chirped, closing her hand around the white flamed trinket as she turned on her heel for the archway awaiting her. “Time to get back to work!”
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“What’s that?” Joceline asked, glancing over at Samuel from her varo as the two followed behind Nadine leading the way. Samuel looked up from the grimoire he was paging through. With the possibility of another direct confrontation with Delsran, he was referencing its pages for anything that might give him an edge.

“My mother’s grimoire,” Samuel replied apprehensively. “She intended for it to be a record of her early years in Midgardia and a manual for me when I came of age. She never had the opportunity to finish it.”

The seeker nodded solemnly. He could practically feel her resisting the urge to judge his heritage, knowing all she did about it. Despite her disillusionment with church leadership, she had a great deal of doctrine still informing her worldview. “Delsran killed her?”

“The church did,” Samuel corrected. “But it was Delsran who set them on the path, yes.”

Joceline’s chin rose as she squared her shoulders, struggling with her pride for a moment. “My condolences.”

Samuel raised a brow as he eyed her carefully. “Is that right?”

“It is,” the seeker replied. “To lose one’s mother, regardless of the circumstances, is a trauma not easily overcome. You seem to have adjusted well enough…”

“For a cambion?” Samuel bristled, the conversation with Seraphine still relatively fresh in his mind.

“For anyone,” Joceline responded firmly. “But I suppose that being a cambion does present additional difficulties I wouldn’t be familiar with.”

Turning his gaze back to the grimoire as he flipped through its pages, Samuel shrugged. “Being the son of a duke protected me from it until my proving. Then everything changed.”

“No one knew before that?” Joceline asked curiously.

Samuel shook his head, lingering on a page that addressed a technique similar to the one he’d used in the fight with Seraphine, though he was unsure how useful it would be in a situation against Delsran. Not only was it likely a trick he had seen before, but Samuel didn’t expect that underhanded magical trickery would best him twice. He had to assume that Delsran had dedicated a great deal of time to preparing for their next confrontation.

“I knew someone like you once,” the seeker continued conversationally.

Samuel glanced over at her as they descended a steep grade into the heart of the city. The ground beneath them had been a recently paved road but had been reduced to rubble. “You knew a cambion?”

“Nephilim,” the seeker corrected. “Lived in my hometown when I was a kid. He was nice and reserved every time I saw him. Then, one day, he just snapped and went on a rampage. Killed a bunch of men in town and kidnapped their children. Took a dozen men feathering him with arrows to finally put a stop to him.”

“I’ve never met a nephilim before,” Samuel admitted. He had to confess, he was curious if he’d ever know it if he had. “So?”

“So, I never found out what set him off,” Joceline continued with a confused shrug. “But we found out he was nephilim pretty soon after. Back then, the lesson I took away from it was that the blood of outsiders could corrupt just about anyone, regardless of their nature or where it came from. I figured it just wasn’t meant to mix with ours.”

“And now?” Samuel asked, closing the book to give the seeker his full attention.”What lesson do you think was there?”

“Maybe the blood had nothing to do with it,” Joceline concluded. “Church doctrine says someone with your blood is who we should fear. But I’ve only ever seen you act justly and thoughtfully, putting others before yourself. It was the man with the blood of an angel that haunted my nightmares as a child.”

“There was a church over there,” Nadine interrupted, pointing across the ruins of several buildings toward a more open area. “On the other side of the square. We should start looking there.”

Samuel and Joceline turned their attention to the ruins of the church. The magical resonance from the consecration of the church would have been a prime target to use for the trajector.

“Alright, I’ll scout the perimeter,” Joceline announced as she checked their surroundings for vantage points. Her sword, made of the same material as her armor, had to be left behind before stepping through the portal. She unclipped a rifle fastened to the saddle that she’d brought in its place. She had a standard issue arming sword as well, for if things got more up close.

“You know how to use that thing?” Samuel teased with a nod to the rifle.

The seeker smirked back at him with a slight chuckle. “Guess you’ll find out soon enough.”

“We’ll start with the church,” Samuel laughed, easing his mount into a swift trot. “See you soon.”

Nadine waited until they approached the grounds of the ruined church before speaking. “If it’s still here, it’ll be under the rubble nearest the altar.”

Samuel glanced over at her as they dismounted. “And what about you? Are you somewhere around here, too?”

Looking over the rubble, scanning it with Aurora’s beautiful blue eyes that were somehow no longer hers, Nadine couldn’t seem to find where she had fallen. “Somewhere over there, I think.”

“I thought they had recovered you after the battle,” Samuel remarked, trying to make it as casual as possible as if they weren’t speaking about where her body was. “But I suppose the area was still too dangerous for them to send anyone in.”

“I’m sure they did their best,” Nadine noted dismissively. By the way she surveyed their surroundings as she picked her way through the rubble, the memories of her final moments alive were coming back to her in force. “The fighting was strongest here, which I thought was strange at the time. There were people here taking refuge, but none of them were a threat. None of them were armed. I wanted to get them out.”

Samuel followed after her wordlessly, watching helplessly as his friend relived the fight that claimed her life. She shook her head as she fought back a swell of emotion, tears forming in her eyes. “I ordered everyone else back. I didn’t want to risk anyone but myself, but I think part of me was arrogant enough to think I could do it all on my own.”

The pair stepped into the space that had been the central aisle, slowly approaching where the altar would have been. Samuel could vaguely feel the magic of the grounds still intact, but something about them felt ragged and fragile now. It wasn’t nearly as old or as strong as the church in the capital, so it likely hadn’t weathered the damage as well.

“I came in hard,” Nadine continued. “Zoned out their firing lines with a few ice walls so I could pick them apart. But I didn’t know they had such powerful casters with them. I only caught a glimpse of the sphere before the strix hit me.”

“You don’t have to go through it like this again,” Samuel said softly. “It’s probably time that you let Aurora take over, anyway. We can take it from here. You’ve done enough.”

“No,” Nadine choked, resisting the urge to sob. “Don’t you see? It wasn’t enough. I couldn’t stop them. I gave my life, and they defiled a house of Praetia and got away with it. I didn’t stop them.”

Samuel held his hands up defensively. He wanted to comfort her but didn’t know the best way to do it. He settled with laying his hands on her shoulders gently. “It wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known. You were probably set up when you were sent here.”

Nadine’s gaze lifted as she looked into Samuel’s eyes with Aurora’s. “Well, I know now, don’t I? I need to finish what I started. It’s not fair what they did to me. I had so much of my life ahead of me just to be cut down.”

Samuel nodded reassuringly. “Yes. Of course, we’re going to take care of it. Just leave it to—.”

“NO!” Nadine snarled, slapping his hand away. “You’re not listening. It has to be me! I have to fix this. It’s my duty, my right. I should be the one handling this, not you or Aurora. Me!”

“W-what?” Samuel asked, frightened. “Nadine, what are you talking about?”

“Don’t look at me like that,” Nadine pleaded, her demeanor shifting suddenly from rage to guilty sorrow as she stepped toward him to hold his face in her hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’m just upset.”

“Okay.” Samuel glanced around, searching for any sign that the seeker would be joining them soon, but he saw no sign of her. He could barely move his head with how firmly Nadine was holding it in place.

“I would never hurt you,” Nadine assured him. “I just need this body for a little while longer, alright? It’ll be fine. I just need to put an end to this. Aurora will understand.”

“Nadine, that wasn’t the agreement,” Samuel objected, placing his hands over hers to free himself, but her strength was surprising. She stared frantically into his eyes, unblinking.

Nadine nodded quickly, then switched to shaking her head, causing Aurora’s hair to fall into her face. “I know, I know, but it’s for the best. If this is about Aurora, she’ll be fine.”

“Nadine, it’s not that,” he continued to protest. He didn’t want to provoke her, but there was something terribly wrong with her all of a sudden. It didn’t feel right. “You need—”

“I’ll be good to you, Sammy,” Nadine cooed, planting a kiss on his lips as hot tears streaked down her face. “I’ll do whatever Aurora does for you and more, I promise. Just let me stay. Don’t make me go back. I can’t go back. I have so much to do.”

As she continued to kiss him and pull him closer, Samuel was finally able to break free from her grip. She didn’t want to die again. He couldn’t blame her, really. Technicalities about her existence aside, turning control back over to Aurora meant accepting that she was dead all over again. “Nadine, you can’t do this. It’s not right. Remember what you said about your tutor taking your body by force.”

“It’s not the same!” Nadine shrieked as she grabbed fistfuls of Aurora’s blonde hair, her eyes squeezing shut. “I was robbed. She gave me this body! You’re just trying to confuse me. Am I not good enough for you, hellspawn!?”

“Hellspawn?” Samuel repeated, a profoundly pained frown forming on his face. Nadine’s eyes flashed with fear as she immediately regretted her outburst. She was barely holding it together. She had likely been hanging on by a thread this whole time. He remembered her getting worked up before when they’d first spoken, but he had chalked it up to a more natural source of frustration. This was something else.

“I didn’t mean that!” Nadine blurted. “I just… I want to stay. I can be with you. I’ll suck your cock as much as you like. You can use this body for whatever filthy Lust Reaper deeds you require. I’ll be good to you—even better than her. I’ll love you better than her, I know I can, Sammy!”

“Nadine, you need to—” Samuel felt his words die on the wind as an unseen forceful impact collided with them both, hurling them through the air for several feet before crashing down amid the rubble. As Samuel struggled to get to his feet, the world spinning around him, he caught sight of Delsran’s tall, lean frame approaching them calmly.

“Apologies for the interruption,” the elven summoner intoned smoothly, brushing a strand of hair from his face. It was longer than the last time Samuel had seen him. He also looked more gaunt, his eyes sunken slightly into his skull. “But I am on something of an accelerated timetable now, thanks to your interference.”

Samuel’s lip curled into a snarl. “The timetable ends here. No one else is going to die for this obscene scheme of yours, and this time, you’re all alone.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Delsran replied, a hint of a smirk tugging at the corner of his lips. Beneath Samuel’s feet, the earth began to tremble. It was subtle at first, like the distant impacts he had felt in the tunnels during the battle. But each bout of trembling was evenly spaced and grew in magnitude with every passing moment.

“What did you do?” Samuel growled, unable to tell which spell or summoning he would need to respond with.

“What I’ve always done,” Delsran replied calmly as a gargantuan reptilian beast with an elongated snout and bristling row of spines down its back stepped around the corner of a nearby ruin. Even with its maw only slightly agape, Samuel could tell that the sharp teeth within were much longer than his arms. “Only what was required.”

Samuel took a step back, baiting a counterspell from Delsran with the beginnings of a summoning while Hecate leapt into existence of her own accord, catching the elven summoner by surprise but not off-guard. Turning his attention to her, he intercepted the flaming fist with a magical barrier and shunted her to one side. Behind him, the massive creature he’d summoned let out an enraged roar and approached.

“A Pitdrake!” Nadine gasped as she stood beside Samuel, rubbing at the back of her head. “It’s beautiful.”

Smoke billowed from the creature’s nostrils as it regarded them maliciously. Its dark scales shimmered in the light of the unholy glow emanating from the spines along its back, readying its primary attack. Possessing the worst, most bloodthirsty qualities of dragons and demons, pitdrakes were legendary for their ferocity. Only a handful of accounts existed within the Mysterium of surviving encounters with the creatures. He knew of no account where one had been summoned directly.

“Not the word I would have chosen,” Samuel grumbled as he raised both hands to form the familiar protection spell. Nadine joined him, lending her power to his spell in a surprisingly effective improvisation. The bubble formed instantly, just in time to intercept the baleful purple beam of energy the creature spewed from its maw. The unholy energy struck the barrier, which held for only a second before shattering to pieces around them.

The summoners within managed to use the slight delay to dive to either side, avoiding the worst of the beam as it carved a smooth, glassy trench out of where they had been standing a moment before. Moving its head up, the beam continued forward, carving open the earth as it went. Samuel had briefly wondered how they would dig the trajector out of the rubble. Now, at least, he knew how Delsran intended to do it. Not only could such a creature make short work of the rubble, clearing massive amounts of it in mere minutes, but it had everything it needed to combat his and Aurora’s combined power easily. What had Delsran given of himself to conjure such a creature from the depths of Hell?

Samuel glanced over at Hecate, barely managing to keep her footing against the veteran Justicar and turned his attention back to pulling another succubus out. Without his spear, a circle, or the proper incantation, Samuel was forced to use more energy to push the magic through with gestures alone. Deciding he needed as much assistance as possible, Samuel called forth the widows in a burst of thick, sticky webbing. Taking notice of the appearance of the spider succubi, the pitdrake turned its massive frame to confront them, its immense tail swinging around in the process, destroying everything it came in contact with.

Samuel and Nadine threw themselves to the ground, narrowly avoiding being struck by the obsidian scaled tail, but Nadine was the first back to her feet once it had passed.

“Iclan!” The woman roared furiously, thrusting both hands out toward the towering pitdrake. An impressively long, smooth lance of pure ice condensed into existence as it soared into the creature’s flank, embedding itself painfully. The pitdrake let out a surprised roar of pain, looking back at the shaft of ice hanging from its flesh. For five feet around Nadine in all directions, the ground had frozen solid as the unnatural rage of the Frost Keeper possessing Aurora’s body ran rampant. One after another, Nadine continued to hurl lances of ice, keeping the pitdrake on the defensive before bringing all her power to bear in a massive display of magical might.

“Icstarmas!” Nadine cried as the tears running down her cheeks began to freeze. Her breath, along with Samuel’s, came as small clouds in the frigid air. A storm of sharp ice rained down upon the pitdrake and everything around for dozens of feet. The widows were forced to take their spider forms and dive for cover amid the rubble as Hecate wreathed herself in hellfire. Samuel barely managed to conjure another protective barrier before the ice storm was upon them.

The thick hide of the pitdrake protected it from the worst of the spell, though several heavy, frozen masses found their way into its flesh in a few places. The cold was far more detrimental to the beast, accustomed as it was to the fires of Hell. Its eyes glowed maliciously as it struggled to stay on its feet.

“Die, you fucking monster!” Nadine roared, fresh tears rolling down Aurora’s face from wide, murderous eyes. “I will not fall again! I won’t let you!”

Samuel’s attention left Nadine briefly to search for Delsran, unable to find him amid the rapidly forming frozen fog billowing from the conflicting powers in play. “Fuck.”

“Icstarmas! Icstarmas! ICSTARMAS!” Nadine raged, repeatedly casting one of the most potent ice spells available to Frost Keepers in staggering succession. Samuel had never seen her in such a state nor seen such rage and hate from the typically placid Frost Keepers. He’d never seen magic wielded so recklessly in a fight before due to the cost it would have had on a body. But it wasn’t her body she was putting at risk. It was Aurora’s.

“Nadine!” Samuel shouted over the thunder of falling ice around them. “You have to stop! You’re going to kill Aurora!”

A wordless scream of pure rage was the only reply she had to offer. Then, rather suddenly, her body went stiff as if a bolt of lightning had been shoved up her ass. Her eyes glowed an intense, pure white before she slumped to the ground in a heap.

No sooner had the Frost Keeper fallen than the swinging tail emerged from the fog, colliding with the barrier meant to protect him from the all-encompassing ice magic. Samuel skipped across the rubble inside the sphere of magic like a bouncing ball before slamming into the remains of a military fortification. The barrier shattered, and Samuel lost consciousness momentarily; he couldn’t be sure for how long. By the time his vision came back into focus, Joceline had joined the fight. How the woman could stand before such a massive beast with nothing but an arming sword and a rifle was beyond him, but there she was alongside Hecate and the widows, all of whom were injured in myriad ways.

The battle had turned against him so quickly. It wasn’t at all how he thought it would go. Stumbling forward, Samuel searched for Aurora’s body and then for Delsran, finding neither. Every time the pitdrake moved, more of the rubble and debris from the past battle was displaced, increasing the chances that the powerful artifact would be unearthed by pure luck.

“It’s over, Eamon,” Delsran sneered, materializing from seemingly nowhere between Samuel and the rest of the battle. Considering the magic Nadine had brought down upon them, he appeared to be in remarkably good shape. All of his wounds were minor, and the bleeding had already slowed. In contrast, Samuel was sure that he had a concussion and a few cracked ribs.

“Yield, and I will spare you life,” the elven Justicar continued, his steely gaze fixed firmly on Samuel. He was ready to strike him down if he so much as breathed wrong. “As well as Miss Brandt’s. Refuse, and you both die here. Forgotten.”

“Decisions, decisions,” Samuel laughed, regretting it immediately with how it made his chest hurt. “And why would you be so gracious as to extend such an offer to me?”

“Because I have already won,” Delsran replied coldly, producing the spherical form of the arcane trajector from his coat. “And because I find myself loathe to extinguish the lives of such talented summoners as yourself and Miss Brandt. You have exceeded all of my expectations. You could even be more powerful than your mother someday. And how a Fire Sculptor managed to bring such devastating ice magic to bear is beyond me.”

“Yeah, and when I really piss her off, she can get so cold in bed I have to shoo the penguins away,” Samuel joked defiantly. He couldn’t deny that he was tempted, if just to save Aurora’s life. There were few things more important in life to him than her.

“Such wit,” Delsran remarked dryly. “Even while staring death in the face. Quite admirable.”

“The answer is no,” Samuel said as clearly as he could manage. “I won’t be party to the slaughter you’ve got planned. I refuse to benefit from it in any way. I shudder to think what sort of world it could be once you’re done with it.”

The roar of the pitdrake shook the earth beneath them, forcing a short break in their exchange before the fighting continued. If Samuel could somehow manage to get Snowball on the field, she might be fast enough to outpace the creature and catch Delsran off-guard before he knew what hit him.

“I thought you would have come to understand by now that this world is not worth saving,” Delsran sighed. “Humans were never meant to wield such power. Their courage is too conditional, their conviction too weak. Even their most sacred of institutions is easily turned against the innocent or upon itself with the slightest application of leverage.”

“That’s one way to look at it,” Samuel agreed. “But remember that much of that shit was your doing. Had you left well enough alone, none of it would have happened.”

“If they were stronger, I would not have succeeded,” Delsran argued. “Regardless, the end of it all is at hand. I regret you will not be there to see the error in your judgment.”

As the Justicar’s free hand began to glow with the spell to end him, Samuel held his hands up slowly in surrender. “Alright, but I need you to clear something up for me before you kill me.”

“Very well,” Delsran agreed, holding his hand steady toward Samuel. “Ask your question.”

“Why did you come alone?” Samuel wondered. “I mean, besides the terrifying pitdrake you summoned. You still have an army at your disposal, depending on the strings you pull, and numerous individuals pledged to your cause. You’re a little arrogant but not stupid. This could have gone very badly for you, but you gambled on coming alone. Why?”

Delsran regarded Samuel in cold silence as he debated how to answer him, the spell held in his hand still flickering and shimmering, waiting to be set loose upon the young summoner. “As I said. I did not come alone, and I have done what I must.”

Opening his other hand, the trajector began to spin as it rose slowly into the air. Samuel’s brows knit together in confusion. They were a fair distance from the ragged consecration of the church ruins, but even if they had been standing directly on top of them, he doubted there was enough energy left there to fuel the artifact.

Then, a few crimson red droplets drifted past Samuel’s head toward the spinning orb. More followed, forming a stream that resembled a semi-fluid ruby necklace. It was soon joined by another and another. Samuel glanced around to find their origins and realized that among the rubble and decaying dead, there were fresher ones giving up their blood to the trajector.

“Praetia’s breath,” Samuel gasped, realizing what Delsran meant now. He had come with others. Either pressed for time because of Samuel’s imminent arrival, the sad state of available magic in Prylyn, or some combination of factors, Delsran had decided to sacrifice all who had accompanied him to fuel the trajector. “You’re beyond insane.”

“As I said, Eamon,” Delsran said emotionlessly, the magic of his spell and that of the spinning artifact growing brighter. “I will do what I must.”
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The force missile that Delsran loosed had enough power behind it to run Samuel clean through and embed itself several feet into the stone behind him. Fortunately, Snowball’s tackle threw the Justicar’s aim off just enough to avert such a terrible fate. Instead, the intense magic of the spell caught Samuel in the shoulder. Though it was little more than a graze, it still had enough kinetic energy behind it to spin him around in place and send him tumbling back to the ground.

Dark spots cluttered Samuel’s vision as he crawled away from Delsran, eager to put some distance between them so he could conjure Nadirah. It was the only thing he could think of with the pain swimming in his head.

“Sammy,” Aurora whispered from behind a cluster of rubble. She waved him over frantically when his gaze fell upon her. Something about how she looked at him told him it was her again, not Nadine. “Quickly!”

Scrambling over to her, Samuel couldn’t help but feel some relief to know she was alright. “What happened to Nadine? Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

“She’s fine, just resting,” Aurora assured him, doing a quick assessment of his injuries. “The magic that holds her was damaged, but I think I’ve repaired it. Now we just have to deal with this cockbite, and we’re in the clear.”

“Oh, is that all?” Samuel chuckled as he glanced over at his familiar running circles around Delsran, yet she was unable to land a clean hit on him. He was either phenomenally fast or able to anticipate her moves. Each blow was intercepted by small, precise barriers worn like bracers around his arms or shunted skillfully to one side. His advanced experience in the field was evident in every move he made. Samuel didn’t possess nearly enough experience in close combat to hope to go toe to toe with him.

“She’s not going to be able to hold him,” Aurora worried as she began working a healing spell into the back of his skull. The wooziness and distracting pain radiating from that point ebbed considerably. Unfortunately, the pain of his other injuries moved in to take its place. Samuel glanced over in the direction of the pitdrake. Joceline and the widows had abandoned trying to take the creature down outright and were trying to wear it out instead.

“Neither will they,” Samuel muttered. It seemed that no matter who he tried to assist, someone would get hurt.

“What is that thing?” Aurora asked, peeking out from behind him. “Pitdrake? Did he summon that?”

“Yeah,” Samuel confirmed, feeling around in his coat for anything that might be able to help him. He had the components to draw an array but doubted he would have enough time to make the thing work for him.

“How the hell did he manage to summon something like that?” Aurora wondered. “I know he’s supposed to be some sort of legendary summoner, but that’s insane.”

“Blood magic,” Samuel noted, pointing out the drifting globules of blood as they were drawn in by the trajector. “Between the old bodies of the battlefield and the soldiers he sacrificed, he’s got more than enough power available to make it a really bad day for everybody.”

“Should we summon Irun?” Aurora asked, but her tone was skeptical. Irun was the most powerful summon they had available, but she knew enough about pitdrakes to understand why it wasn’t a good idea.

“No,” he muttered with a shake of his head. “Wouldn’t get very far with the fire. He picked something neither of us would put much of a dent in. Nadine was doing alright, but she was getting reckless.”

“I noticed,” Aurora remarked. “So what’s the plan of attack?”

Samuel took a deep breath and let it out slowly as Snowball was hurled several feet from Delsran with a kinetic blast. “The plan is to attack.”

“But that’s not a—!” Aurora protested, but Samuel was already out of cover before she could get the words out. Delsran wouldn’t spare Snowball long enough to let them devise something clever. A wasted moment would mean her death.

“Crydat!” Samual cried, hurling the dart of cold in Delsran’s direction, forcing the elf to abandon a finishing blow on the succubus and deflect the spell instead. He’d put enough power into the deflection to keep the resulting ice burst from splashing back on him.

Delsran countered with the same force missile spell he’d used before, but Samuel was ready for it this time, meeting it halfway with a kinetic thrust that shunted the missile into the ground. He followed with a second, occupying his attention as Aurora came around the other side of the rubble and hurled a ball of flame. Delsran’s reflex to deflect the thrust into the fireball turned out to be a bad idea, as the resulting eruption engulfed him and everything for thirty feet in all directions in flames.

The Justicar snarled wordlessly as he burst from the flames, hair burning, skin red, and one hand glowing with electrical energy. Aurora leaned away from him, providing just enough space for Samuel to coax some of the rubble from its place on the ground to hurl through the air at Delsran from behind. The impact caused the man to stumble but not drop him. Aurora followed up with a spell of her own, while Samuel continued to pepper the Justicar with broken stone. None of it was connecting with the force it needed to, the magical bracers he used to defend himself being more than enough to mitigate the worst of the damage.

“Snowball, see if you can—” His words evaporated along with several hundred pounds of stone and concrete as the pitdrake turned its attention on its master’s assailants. Samuel felt the unholy power of the energy scorch the very air itself, creating a distinctly acrid odor he found difficult to stomach. As he leapt backward over a broken pillar, Samuel caught sight of the trajector as its rotation continued to gain speed. The power of the blood was charging it much faster than he had expected, but without someone to use as a focus, it wouldn’t have an Outer Sphere to connect with.

Samuel turned on the pitdrake, hurling a dart of cold at it with as much power as he could muster on short notice. Despite Nadine’s earlier success with ice magic, Samuel’s didn’t seem to bother the demonic creature much. It hardly blinked as the cold collided with its face in mid-charge.

“Oh,” Samuel grunted, forcing magic down to his legs as he leapt into the air. With the high jump spell in effect, he was narrowly able to get enough height to avoid the snapping jaws of the massive creature that passed on beneath him. One of the spikes jutting from the creature’s back clipped him mid-air, causing him to spin awkwardly before falling onto its back.

He barely caught one of the smaller spikes to prevent himself from falling the rest of the way to the ground, where he would be trampled underfoot. The creature whirled about, searching the ground for him, unaware he was clinging to its back. As the widows approached, Samuel signaled with one hand for them to hold back to help Aurora instead. The trio was in bad shape, and he didn’t want to risk one falling in battle for his sake. There were too many moving parts to the fight, and he’d already lost track of the seeker that had been battling alongside them.

Samuel wasn’t sure he had the means to bring a creature like the pitdrake down without additional research in obscure archives. He searched the back of the beast for ideas, his gaze settling on one of the wounds in its flank that Nadine had inflicted with an ice lance.

“I can work with that,” Samuel assured himself as he reached out toward the wound and thrust his hand into the blood welling from it. He drew a crude circle of blood around the wound as best as he could while the creature thrashed around. The blood began to burn his skin as he drew a few quick runes and placed his palm over them. “Libol!”

From his hand, a bolt of lightning shot down into the wound, vaporizing blood and searing tissue. Samuel doubted that the bolt would have penetrated the hide on its own, even with the benefit of the pitdrake’s own blood as a sympathetic focus, but with a direct line to the interior of the creature’s body, the lightning caused the beast’s muscles to lock up. Unable to hold itself up, the pitdrake fell to the ground heavily, but Samuel didn’t let up. He sent three more lightning bolts into the open wound, which congealed and blackened under the relentless assault. By the time he climbed off the pitdrake, it lay motionless in the rubble. It wasn’t dead, but it had lost consciousness from the shock he’d delivered to its system.

“All that power for such a powerful outsider,” Samuel yelled toward Delsran, stumbling to his feet awkwardly. “And I just fried the damn thing!”

Samuel’s bravado vanished as Delsran came into view, holding Aurora by a handful of her hair, now stained red with blood. He couldn’t tell if it was his or hers, but it couldn’t have been too severe if it was hers, judging by how she struggled. His blood ran cold, his mind blank on a course of action. The Justicar was holding her close enough that he couldn’t risk striking at him with a spell, lest he run the risk of hitting her.

“Now,” Delsran warned, his lips cracked and skin peeling from the flames he’d endured. “Here is what’s going to happen—”

A gunshot rang out, causing the man to go stiff, eyes wide in surprise. Aurora seized the opportunity to slip from his grasp, turning to face him only to watch as he fell face-first into the dirt. From a position roughly fifty feet away, Joceline held her rifle propped up on a mound of rubble. Samuel took a few steps closer in disbelief, watching as the large dark red stain on Delsran’s back grew.

“I guess she does know how to use it,” Samuel muttered with amusement. He didn’t think she’d ever let him hear the last of it when they got back. For now, there was still some work to be done.

“Is she alright?” Joceline called from her position. Banged up as she was, he understood if she didn’t want to run over to meet them.

“Yeah!” Samuel shouted back before turning his attention to Aurora. “Get her out of here and patch her up.”

“What?” Aurora scoffed in disbelief. “And leave you behind?”

“Aurora,” Samuel said firmly, “I need to stop the trajector from overloading. I haven’t even had a chance to examine it yet, so I’m not sure if I’ll be able to. If I can’t, I want you and everyone else as far away from here as possible.”

“Master,” Snowball pleaded as she approached. “We can help.”

“No,” Samuel objected. “Not here. The best way you can help is to get as far away as you can while I figure this out.”

“Fine,” Aurora snapped as she held a hand up to silence Snowball. “But I’m coming back if you make me wait, so make it quick.”

Samuel suppressed a smirk. She was agreeable now, but if he made it back to her, she’d give him an earful. “And I was hoping to take in some of the sights.”

“Shut up,” Aurora grumbled, pulling him into a kiss. There was no way of knowing if it would be the last they would ever share, so she intended to make it count. Samuel lost himself briefly in it, drinking up the unique esera that the moment’s desperation provided. It wasn’t the carnal lust he had become accustomed to but rather a thick, heady lust for life. He took in every bit of the esera he could hold before peeling himself agonizingly from her. Their eyes met, and without another word, she turned away with Snowball and left to retrieve the seeker.

Samuel glanced at the wounded widows nearby, motioning toward them with one hand to join Aurora and Snowball. Each of the three hesitantly turned to follow, one after another. Once he was sure they were not tempted to turn back, he approached the spinning trajector. Unlike the one he’d seen at the church, this one had taken on an eerie red glow. Its surface appeared oily and slick from the residue of the blood that it continued to gather from the ruins.

“Ooookay,” Samuel sighed nervously, holding his hands up to either side of the trajector. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

He couldn’t move the artifact now that it was this far along in its charging cycle. The amount of power it held was immense, made unstable by being forced to power itself with blood magic. The slightest move could turn it into a crude bomb. As he continued his examination, he realized that without a destination properly set, it was likely to end up as a bomb no matter what he did. He glanced in the direction Aurora had gone, taking some relief in the fact that everyone appeared to be safe aside from him. At this stage, it looked like the best he could hope for was to bleed as much energy from the device as his body could handle until it expired, reducing the blast radius as much as possible.

“What the fuck were you thinking, Delsran?” Samuel lamented, his eyes beginning to burn with the prospect of tears as the weight of the inevitable set in. He was going to die alone. Still, it wasn’t for himself that he felt such sorrow, but for Aurora, Ylvesnia, and all the others he had grown so close to—those who would be left behind to clean up the mess of his failure.

“I was thinking,” Delsran growled suddenly from over his shoulder, closing Samuel’s hands down around the trajector with his own. “That I wouldn’t be able to use you for the artifact without getting rid of everyone else.”

Samuel’s eyes went wide in horror as crippling pain shot through both of his arms and down his spine. Delsran’s grip around his hands tightened. Though Samuel couldn’t turn to look at him, he could hear the smile on the elf’s face as he spoke into his ear. “I was thinking, what better way to spark a holy war on top of everything than to set loose a plague of succubi from the Sphere of Eros while leaving them without a Lust Reaper to contain it.”

Visions of Delsran’s proposal filled his mind. It wouldn’t be an Infernal explosion that the trajector brought. The damage of the war up to this point would be nothing compared to that which would come to pass in a Holy War. His blood would be the cause of it, and all those he had struggled so hard to protect would either perish under interrogation or be burned at the stake for aiding him.

“What was it you said?” Delsran asked as he released his grip, leaving Samuel’s hands helplessly locked onto the artifact. The Justicar stepped around him, examining the runes on the artifact growing brighter. “A little arrogant, but not stupid?”

“S-sh-shot you,” Samuel managed to stutter despite his uncooperative jaw.

Delsran glanced down at the stain of blood on his chest, pulling his tunic open to reveal a closing wound. “With so much blood available, using a little to heal myself wasn’t difficult. Religious taboos seeping into every aspect of your pathetic society has hobbled your magical studies, Eamon. Regardless of your lack of engagement with the faith, it finds its way into everything. Without it, you might have possessed the knowledge necessary to anticipate this.”

Rage like Samuel had never felt before in his life exploded in his chest, but it wasn’t enough to pull himself free of the trajector as it extracted a destination sphere from him.

“Quite admirable of you to send them away, I will say,” Delsran continued, moving his hands in small, quick motions to complete the sequence for the artifact. “Also extremely predictable. Shall we get this over with, then?”

All Samuel could do was stare at him, rage and loathing burning in his eyes without a means to adequately express it as the magic continued to burn its way through his body.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Eamon,” Delsran said as he completed the spell. The beginnings of a rift formed overhead as the ground quaked. “I’ve been doing this much longer than you’ve been alive. Feigning death from a mortal wound was one of a hundred plans I was prepared to execute here. If it wasn’t you on the device, it would have been Miss Brandt. This was never going to end in your favor.”

Samuel felt something like the dewy heat of sex on his face as the rift split the sky open in a crooked smile. It felt oddly refreshing. It was invigorating.

“Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel better,” Samuel growled, surprisingly articulate again.

“Pity,” Delsran replied with a frown that looked almost sincere. “I should have liked you to have died with less guilt in your heart on the matter.”

“Tell you what,” Samuel said as he worked the Esera he had borrowed from Aurora into a spell to invigorate himself. His theory that the spell and the use of Esera would resonate with the magic drifting out from the rift paid off. He was regaining control of his body. “As thanks for that sentiment, I won’t kill you. But you’ll have to spend the rest of your life imprisoned. I can’t allow you to walk away after everything you’ve done.”

Delsran quirked a brow in amusement. “Is that so?”

“Yeah,” Samuel replied with forced calm, examining the symbols of the trajector. Several of them looked familiar, and now that he was able to get his wits about him he was beginning to understand why. With a bit of effort, he was able to force himself down into his battlemind, pushing all concerns aside to focus on the task ahead. “I like to think I’m a fair guy.”

“Amusing to the end,” Delsran chuckled genuinely. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget someone like you, Eamon. Your courage, your leadership, your calm of mind in the heat of battle, your wit, your wiles—in another time and place, you would certainly be a legendary figure in the annals of history, possibly representing a turning point for mankind. Perhaps I will write of you when the time comes.”

“I don’t think there will be much writing for you where you’re going,” Samuel cautioned him. He could hear the distant moans and sighs of the creatures beyond the rift. He could feel their heartbeats and racing pulses of anticipation. His blood called to them, and theirs to him. Without the use of his battlemind, he would have been overwhelmed by the seductive visions washing over his mind, filled with promises of pleasures and ecstasy untold. “But in case I’m wrong, I want you to include something for me.”

“Of course,” Delsran agreed with a twinkle in his eye as if humoring a small child. “What would that be?”

“A sphere is basically just a circle in three dimensions,” Samuel stated matter-of-factly. Delsran’s brow furrowed in confusion briefly before he glanced down at the trajector and noticed that the color of it had shifted. But he was too late. The Lust Reaper had already picked out the symbols he needed on the sphere, holding them firmly in his mind.

“Bahnima!” Samuel yelled, completing the spell as he looked his enemy right in the eye, calling upon the esera from within and above to power the spell.

Delsran fell backward, tumbling in a gale-force wind of magic, but the truth was that he was being pulled. Normally a banishment spell was used on rogue outsiders, utilizing their own power to form the sympathetic link to yank their leash back to whatever sphere they originated. It wasn’t meant for creatures native to Midgardia because of that. But with the trajector as an implement, Samuel had a leash he could fasten to Delsran at the ready. With the rift open to eros leaking potent esera into the world, he had a near infinite supply of power to back it with.

With the flick of his wrists, Delsran formed massive hooks of stone to anchor himself to the ground, resisting the pull into the rift that grew larger with each passing moment. Eyes wide with fury, he began clawing his way back toward Samuel against the force pulling upon him. Even now, the man’s power was beyond anything Samuel could have anticipated.

Once the Justicar drew nearer, Samuel loosed the spell again, adding even more of the power he drank in from the rift. “Bahnima!”

The anchors split and shattered, sending Delsran tumbling head over heels backward through the rubble, dragged along by the invisible chains binding him to the sphere of Eros. Again the man caught himself, this time with a spell that formed from his feet, digging into the ground like claws or spurs. He brought himself upright, holding his position, and formed a spell with the same clarity of purpose he’d possessed before. The man had not lost his edge, despite standing on the precipice of eternal banishment to the Outer Spheres.

Beneath his feet, the ground lurched upward, slowly prying free as the banishment lashed to the landscape itself, determined to bring him to Eros one way or another. Samuel knew that Delsran’s only hope now was to kill him on the spot to dispel the magic clawing its way into his very soul. Delsran knew it too.

Unsettling profane power leapt past Samuel from behind at the Justicar’s command as he sapped the power from his own summoned pitdrake to make his last stand. “After I’ve killed you, Eamon. I’ll find your bitch and use her instead. Makes no difference to me!”

It made a huge difference to Samuel. Gripping the trajector tightly in both hands and drawing down more power than he thought his mind could quantify with numbers, Samuel’s will refined itself to a razor’s edge as he focused on the elven summoner. “BAH-NI—”

Delsran loosed a powerful torrent of pure unholy energy drawn from the essence of one of the most imposing creatures from the pits of hell. A power that tore the bindings of his banishment asunder and cast broken debris in all directions beneath him.

Samuel responded in kind. “—MA!”

Magic exploded around Samuel as the supercharged banishment took the form of pure brute force. It collided with the profane power of Delsran’s spell, and, for a moment, the two were deadlocked. Samuel sneered, eyes focused on the man at the other end of the clashing magic as dross spewed in all directions around them. Threatening him was one thing. He could even joke about it right up until the very end, but threatening Aurora was another matter altogether. It was a mistake he would never make again; Samuel was certain.

Bearing down on the magic he wielded, Samuel focused the esera surging through him into a finer point. He had a near-bottomless well of power to utilize, but it would do him no good if he didn’t wield it smartly. His body would give out quickly if he did not provide additional focus. Aurora’s face flashed in his mind and he could almost feel her breath on his neck. The sensation of her body pressing into him and the sound of her sighs against his chest as they made love felt fresh and new like she was right there with him. The esera sparked brighter as another wave of pure lustful power, a lust for life, exploded from the trajector to slam against Delsran’s spell.

This time, there was no stopping it. Delsran’s magic shattered like eggshells on impact before seizing him wholly and casting him into the rift beyond. There, on the other side, countless creatures awaited him, ready to feed upon whatever his mortal body had to offer their insatiable libidos.

Samuel’s spell spread to the rift itself, arresting its growth and reversing it. Similar to how he had dismissed the chunk of the Inferno summoned in the church, he banished the portion of Eros that had threatened to come through to Midgardia. It snapped shut almost instantly, the power it generated turned against it by the summoner wielding the trajector. Once it did, Samuel felt his strength fail him, sending him sprawling back onto the ground, exhausted. It was only then that he realized that Aurora hadn’t managed to get to his ribs when she’d healed him earlier.

“Ow,” he groaned painfully as the trajector fell to the ground, inert and hissing with the remnants of boiled blood and smoking esera. He tried to roll over, but he couldn’t. He just lay there in the rubble and hoped that Aurora meant what she said about coming back if he took too long.


Chapter 25
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Samuel let out a long, low groan as Ivanna’s head bobbed up and down in his lap. Aurora kissed gingerly at his neck, her soft breasts pressed gently against his arm while her apprentice serviced him. “You know that we’re going to discuss your lone wolf routine once you’ve recovered, right?”

His reply wasn’t immediate, but it eventually came as a nod. The amount of exertion he’d put himself through had been far more severe than Samuel realized. He’d nearly burned himself out from the inside while wielding the artifact and the esera he channeled through it. Aurora and Ivanna had agreed that providing him with a quick supply of it to restore his reserves was crucial to his recovery. Of course, that had been a few hours ago, and the women were still taking turns “assisting” him, so maybe it had all been nonsense. He wasn’t sure. He wasn’t going to argue, though.

Everyone was already talking about the battle. Seeker Lumis had given her superiors a detailed report on what had happened, and the gossip had begun immediately. Much of what had happened was exaggerated, with a horde of friendly succubi and nymphs coming to his aid being added in some of the retellings. In others, Samuel had faced down entire squads of Justicars before confronting the twisted half-demon form of Delsran atop the ruins of Prylyn. Regardless, much of the core of it was relatively accurate.

Mystuval had been pushed back, for the time being, shortly after the news of Delsran’s manipulation and demise had begun to spread. The neighboring realm had not declared a ceasefire, but they were undoubtedly deliberating on it with all the new information that had come to light.

“My turn,” Snowball whined at Ivanna, her butt wiggling with anticipation for Samuel’s potent seed. Despite Samuel’s battered existence, the succubus still needed to feed. The others would come begging for their share soon, too.

The tight seal of the platinum blonde’s lips relaxed as she pulled her mouth from his throbbing erection, presenting it to his familiar with a slightly exasperated sigh. “Fine.”

Snowball shot the woman a wide grin before sinking onto the bed beside her to pull the erect cock into her mouth, sucking hungrily to earn her master’s imminent orgasm. He rubbed her ears affectionately as she lovingly worked him.

“You were saying?” Aurora said to Samuel with a wry smirk. “Something about Nadine putting the moves on you? I saw that part, you know.”

“Y-you did?” Samuel asked, unable to maintain focus on the conversation for a moment as he sank back into his pillows and let the sweet release of his climax fill the warmth of Snowball’s mouth. It went on for what felt impossibly long, giving her several spurts of thick seed before finally tapering off into a weak dribble.

“I did,” Aurora confirmed with a nod as Snowball scooted back to swallow the rest of her meal. Aurora slung her leg over Samuel’s lap and eased herself down into it, grinding the hot, slick wetness of her sex against his. “I appreciate you turning her down, but I learned it wasn’t entirely her fault.”

“You said something about the magic being corrupted or broken?” Samuel recalled, his eyes wandering down to the space between them as she ground herself slowly against his still-hard erection.

“Mhm,” Aurora responded with a smirk. “They’re called Sepulchers of Knowledge, and they’ve been damaged by the selfish desires and misuse of others over the centuries. But I fixed the one she’s in, so she should be alright.”

Steadying his breathing a little, Samuel placed his hands on her hips, coaxing her wordlessly to stop teasing him. “That’s good to hear. I was worried.”

“Mmm,” Aurora moaned, fixing his gaze with hers. “I might even let you two experiment a little if she plays her cards right. After I’ve had my fill, of course.”

Samuel opened his mouth to crack a joke when a rapid knocking came from the door. The door came open before anyone in the guest chambers could bid the person to enter.

“Yer still fuckin’?” Ylvesnia scolded, sliding in through the narrow opening and closing the door behind her. “How long ye been at it?”

“Not long enough, sadly,” Aurora responded, pointedly lifting her hips and sliding herself down onto Samuel, burying him within her. “His recovery is a delicate process.”

Ylvesnia scoffed, crossing her arms as she looked between the succubus, the nurse, and the nun. “Right, looks like ye’ve assembled a real crack team here. I expect ye’ll have him on his feet in no time, hm?”

Aurora shrugged a shoulder girlishly, her hips moving in long, smooth strokes as she rode Samuel. “I like him on his back.” He could taste the same esera she’d had when she thought she was kissing him goodbye. It was an intoxicating variety of the essence that resided at his very core. She was grateful to have him back and wasn’t about to let him go anytime soon.

“I can see that,” the elf countered.

“You’re welcome to assist if you’d like,” Aurora suggested playfully. “Many hands make light work.”

Ylvesnia glanced between the gathered women again thoughtfully and shrugged. “Alright, I could use a little toppin’ off myself. But we can’t be long, Samuel. Yer father is lookin’ for ye, and it’s just a matter of time before he realizes what yer doin’.”

Samuel pulled one of the pillows out from under his head and tossed it aside, allowing himself to lay flatter. He gestured vaguely to his mouth. “Well, you better hurry before he shows up.”

Ylvesnia’s warning proved prescient, but not until Aurora and Ylvesnia climaxed together while riding either end of Samuel. The duke stepped into the room without so much as a knock, though fortunately, only Snowball was out of bed and uncovered at the time, and she couldn’t be seen from the door.

“Son!” The duke laughed triumphantly. “I’ve splendid news for you! The king has informed me that all charges against you have been dismissed in light of recent evidence, and you’re free to return home with me!”

Samuel pursed his lips a little in embarrassment as the women on either side of him held the sheets up to their noses and giggled. “I, uh… had a feeling that would be the case. Was it really necessary to come and inform me in person, though?”

“Well,” his father chuckled, waving a hand toward the women unconcerned. “Perhaps not, but I also wished to inform you that the information you provided about General Gresham proved accurate, and several arrests have been made, with more being made as we speak. The corruption among the nobles runs deep, indeed.”

“Good!” Aurora laughed, lowering the sheet slightly to shoot the duke a triumphant smirk. “Serves that motherfucker right!”

“Thank Praetia,” Nadine sighed from a chair in the corner, running her hands through her hair. It was the first Samuel had seen of her since the battle, and she looked to be in good shape. She looked even better, receiving some good news for a change.

“Additionally,” the duke went on, “you may be interested in knowing that the king has taken steps to exonerate and give his daughter the help she needs. I imagine that whole experience left a bad taste in your mouth.”

Samuel actually breathed a sigh of relief at that as Snowball sneakily climbed into the bed as well, her butt wiggling under the thin sheets. “Honestly, that does put me at ease a bit. She didn’t deserve the hand she’d been dealt. I suppose that’s all?” Samuel asked, discreetly attempting to get his father out the door with all four women in the room completely naked and eager to get back to work on him.

“Whatever do you mean?” His father laughed. “Of course not, but I’d like to discuss the rest with you over dinner. All of you! One of my favorite establishments in town miraculously weathered the battle, so I’d like us all to celebrate. Moreover, I’d like to discuss with you the prospect of being elevated to the position of Duke!”

Samuel’s brows nearly shot up into his hair. “W-what?”

“Either as the Duke of Rasea or the Duke of Bredon,” his father continued, brimming with fatherly pride.

“Bredon doesn’t have a duke,” Samuel argued weakly. “I would rather return home, but what about you?”

“Ah, not to worry,” his father assured him with a grand wave of his arms. “The king is keen to strengthen the ties between our families now in light of your contribution to the safety of the kingdom. Should you wish to take the position of duke in Rasea, I shall relinquish my title and take on the newly created title for Bredon as they rebuild.”

“I don’t know about that,” Samuel hesitated. “That’s a lot to absorb. I’d need to think about it.”

“Of course, of course,” his father agreed. “But I don’t expect you to do so on an empty stomach. Judging by all your company, you’re well enough to walk and dine, so let’s go.”

“Me too?” Snowball asked hopefully from under the sheets as she impatiently stuffed Samuel’s dick in her mouth, just to pass some time.  Samuel tried very hard not to illustrate what was happening on his face.

“You too,” the duke replied mirthfully before clapping his hands together. “Come along, now! I’ll be waiting for you all downstairs!”

As suddenly as the man had barged in, he was gone, leaving Samuel and the women in silence. Aurora was the first to break into laughter, joined soon after by everyone else. Except for Snowball, who was worshiping his cock like a carrot.

“Your father is quite the character,” Nadine remarked, a soft smile on her face. “I don’t remember meeting him when we were younger, now that I think about it.”

Samuel rubbed Snowball’s head for a moment, then pried her off of him. He shrugged as he crawled out of bed and began searching for his trousers among the other discarded articles of clothing. “I don’t think he came by the school much back then. How are you feeling?”

“He’s talking to that ghost again!” Ylvesnia spat, pointing in his direction. “What did I tell you?”

“Stop it,” Aurora said cautiously. “I’ll explain everything to you later. I think you’ll find it interesting.”

Nadine’s smile grew a little more. “I’m good, thanks to Aurora. I’m sorry about before, about the shameful things I said.”

“It’s alright,” Samuel assured her. “You weren’t yourself. I know.”

“Good,” Nadine sighed with relief. “Because I was hoping to stick around with you two a little while longer if you’ll have me.”

Aurora looked over at Nadine warmly. “I would love that, actually. We’ll have to discuss my being bound to the locket and everything.”

“Not to worry,” Nadine assured her, lifting both hands. “I’ve already worked it out. I will be taking your place when the time comes. I’d like to remain in service for a while longer, now that everything is fixed.”

Aurora stared in disbelief at the ghost of her friend while everyone else remained unaware of half the conversation. “That’s quite a commitment. Are you sure?”

“I am,” Nadine replied. “I became a summoner to study the mysteries of magic and the Spheres. I can do that from the Sepulcher and then pass that knowledge on to others. It’s what they were always supposed to be for anyway.”

Aurora nodded slowly as she resumed getting dressed, pausing only to throw Samuel his shirt. “True. Did you get that approved though?”

Nadine stared back at Aurora quietly, smirking gently. “Yeah. It’s all taken care of.”

“Alright,” Aurora agreed quietly. “Okay.”

“What’s this all about?” Samuel wondered, glancing between them as he pulled his shirt on. “Anything I need to be worried about?”

Aurora pushed her hair back and smoothed it out, glancing at the red-headed elf before shaking her head. “No, I’ll tell you both later. Nothing to worry about, but I still need to organize my thoughts on it.”

“If you say so,” Samuel shrugged, turning his attention back to Nadine only to see that she had vanished. Her popping in and out at random looked like it was something he would have to get used to going forward. If she didn’t mind catching him with his pants down all the time, he supposed that was alright with him. It reminded him that the rest of the succubi would need feeding very soon. Hecate had barely survived the fight and the widows had a way to go in recovery as well. All the more reason to pump some sustenance into his precious servants as soon as possible.

As everyone pulled on their final articles of clothing and fixed their hair, Samuel took the time to watch each of them do so. The pain still reverberating throughout his body served as a reminder to be grateful for the time he had with them, to be present in the moment instead of waiting for circumstances to become ideal sometime in the future. A soft smile graced his face as he watched each woman move with grace and sureness. The conflict that Delsran had sparked wouldn’t end overnight, but so long as he kept his women and succubi safe and close, he was confident that things would work out in the end.

“What are you looking at?” Aurora wondered with an amused smile, shaking him from his appreciative reverie.

“Nothing,” Samuel replied with a smirk, though he suspected that she knew exactly what had him lost in thought. The link between them was stronger now than it had ever been. Still, he didn’t want to slow everything down with a big mushy speech while his father awaited them eagerly downstairs. “Just hungry.”

Aurora’s beautiful blue eyes sparkled in response, confirming Samuel’s suspicions about how much she knew. “Alright,” she acknowledged gently. “Then let’s get you fed, my love.”

As she turned away, Samuel caught her arm gently and pulled her back to him, shifting his weight nervously from one foot to the other. “Hey, before we go. There’s something important I wanted to ask you.”

“The answer is yes,” Aurora beamed happily, her eyes continuing to sparkle with joy.

“W-what?” Samuel asked quietly, tilting his head to one side. “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”

“I do,” Aurora argued, lowering her voice to match his. “You were going to ask me to marry you, and the answer is yes, but you should ask me again at dinner in front of everyone.”

Samuel stared at her quizzically. “If you knew what I was going to ask you and wanted me to do it at dinner, then why didn’t you—”

Aurora placed a finger gently on his lips to hush him. “Because there’s going to be a lot of people there and I don’t want you to be nervous about what I might say on top of everyone gawking at you. You’re a terrible public speaker. Always have been.”

Samuel broke into uproarious laughter in a way very much like his father. He finally understood what was behind that laugh. It wasn’t just amusement, but a sort of genuine mirth and contentment that he’d thought unattainable just a few years ago. “Praetia’s name, I love you so much, Aurora Brandt.”

“That’ll be Aurora Eamon to you from now on, and I’ll thank you to remember it,” she teased impishly. “And I love you, too. More than anything. Just don’t fuck this up, alright?”

“Absolutely,” Samuel assured her as their lips found one another instinctively amid a loving embrace.

He did not, in fact, fuck it up.
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