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1

Jol Rivers stared at the monster.

The monster was a fierce gray creature with eyes the color of glowing coals. It stood with its arms held over its head, claws extended and mouth open in a fierce snarl. Naked save for a loincloth wrapped around its waist, it had no weapon, and it needed none. Even armed with nothing less primitive than tooth and claw, the inhumi were fierce beasts—easily capable of tearing a well-armed man to shreds.

Under normal circumstances, Jol would have been afraid.

Fortunately, this inhumi was only six inches tall.

“Alright class, listen up!” Godfrey’s voice rose over the murmuring crowd, fringed with the annoyance that Jol always felt he heard in the man’s words when dealing with the students of the Lyceum. “The monsters you see before you are scale models of the real thing. These are the inhumi, the shock troopers of our enemies in the heathen north.”

“They don’t look all that terrifying,” one of the girls in the class muttered. “They’re rather small.”

A few students laughed at that. Godfrey didn’t even crack a smile.

Neither did Jol. Unlike most of the students in that room, he’d actually stared down an inhumi face to face. It was an experience he didn’t relish repeating, even though the creature standing on his desk was the size of a paper doll. Experience with magic told Jol the inhumi wasn’t real: just an empty shell made out of conjuration magic. Godfrey had probably created them himself that morning, wanting to ensure the creatures had as little time to cause trouble as possible before the morning lesson.

Like Jol, Godfrey had personal experience with the creatures. He knew just how dangerous they could be—how dangerous even representations of them could be.

“I wouldn’t recommend trying to pick one up and throw it away,” the white-haired man said, his expression grim. “Though they may be small, these claws are real enough. As are the fangs.”

Jol also knew enough not to disturb his. The little creature didn’t seem to have noticed him yet, or at least wasn’t interested in him. It swayed gently back and forth, shifting weight from one foot to the other as it hissed and snarled. If this were a real combat, he’d have to draw the dagger concealed in his boot or use some of the magic he’d learned to defend himself—but these creatures were far more docile than the real thing.

All around the room, the students of the Imperial Lyceum stared at the six-inch monsters on their desks. Some of them looked amused, and some of them afraid, but all of them were eagerly waiting for what happened next. While they’d been learning all about elemental magic in Instructor Hannon’s courses, along with the basics of magical warding and scrying, conjuration was an advanced art. None of the other students in the class knew anything other than theory. Today, the instructor promised they'd have the opportunity to put those theories into practice.

Jol was looking forward to it.

"In just a moment," Godfrey was saying, "we're going to have our first exercise in conjuration. This branch of magic is based, as the name might imply, around conjuring things. Where the Second Empire is concerned, those things are most often weapons and armor." Godfrey, a man who knew both weapons and armor well, gave the class a smirk. "Get good enough at these things, and you might be able to make the Empire's blacksmiths obsolete."

A number of students turned and snickered at Jol. The snickers were good-natured, which they wouldn't have been a few weeks ago. When Jol Rivers first came to the Imperial Lyceum, he was the odd man out—a fish out of water, a country bumpkin walking amongst the well-heeled sons and daughters of nobility in the city of Keynes, the beating heart of the Second Empire.

Now, thanks to the events that had transpired at a recent lecture, Jol was a hero of the school. People who would have giggled when he passed by now gave him a nod of respect, and the fact that he was so much older than most of the other students in his classes seemed to add to his mystery, rather than make him seem gangly or strange by comparison.

"Well, alright," Godfrey muttered in response to the chuckles. "Perhaps not all of our blacksmiths..."

Gwen nudged Jol with her elbow. "Glad to hear the man doesn't want you made obsolete," the redhead said with a wink.

Gwen’s flirting hadn’t stopped since Hannon’s lectures; if anything, it had increased since learning about him and Jessamyn Silverbrook. This never failed to confuse Jol, as shouldn’t women be less interested in a man when they learned he was already taken? He’d tried to ask Erika, David’s girlfriend about this, thinking the young woman might have some insight into this generation of the Lyceum’s students that eluded him. The way she’d laughed merrily when he asked the question proved he had a lot of learning left to do where girls like Gwen were concerned.

"Hey, this thing's starting to growl." That was David, Erika’s boyfriend, who sat on the other side of the desk. "Should we be worried?"

Both students were sophomores at the Lyceum, and Jol's friends. That no longer seemed strange to him, though there was a time when the idea of having a group of friends a decade younger than him would have felt absurd in the extreme. Even in the Expeditionary Force—the quasi-military group Jol ran away from home to join when he was a teenager—separation by age occurred by unofficial processes, if not official ones.

It was David who'd approached him in one of his classes and introduced him to the rest of the gang. Besides him and Gwen, the other members of the group were Erika—David's aforementioned girlfriend—and Junji. Junji was laid up with some strange flu that had been going around campus for the last few days. Before they’d started class, Gwen had been speculating whether or not the lad was going to need to visit the Lyceum's clinic.

Thinking about the clinic made Jol think about the woman who'd been there for the last week, recovering from the battle at Kishinori's botched lecture. He felt a stab of worry in his gut, and again he had to resist the odd impulse to stand up, leave the class, and travel directly to the clinic to pull the woman into his arms.

It wasn't fully his fault. Jessamyn Silverbrook had that effect on people.

As Jol favored Gwen with a smile, the door to the classroom opened. A servant emerged, carrying an oversized leather sack that looked to be filled to the brim. Filled with what, exactly, was an open question.

Godfrey looked happy to see it. "Ah, finally," the white-haired man said, gesturing for the servant to come forward. "Go ahead and distribute them to the students, please. One per table."

Distribute them? Jol had an idea of what the instructor was planning, but he kept his mouth shut even as his tablemates frowned in confusion. If he was right, he'd be spoiling the surprise. And if he were wrong, he'd look like a fool.

The servant started removing what looked like dolls from his bag. Quickly the students realized these were no child's toys—they were tiny warriors, dressed in the uniform of the Imperial Army. Tiny suits of chainmail covered their chests, and they wore visored helmets so small Jol could have taken the one from his off and balanced it on a finger.

"Your assignment today," Godfrey explained with pride, "is a small-scale version of what conjuration mages are doing right now in Imperial camps. You're going to create weapons for these brave gentlemen to use in combat against the inhumi. Only the combat is going to happen right here, right now, on your desks."

Several students gasped. When Jol glanced over, both David and Gwen's eyes glistened with excitement.

"They're going to fight?" David said, looking from the tiny soldier to the miniature demon. "Oh, that's so cool!"

"I don't want to watch a man die," Gwen said, the corners of her mouth tilting downward. "Not even a fake one. We'd better pull this off on the first try!"

Jol nodded. "We'll do our best."

"You'll also be receiving a few practice weapons as patterns," Godfrey explained. "You won't be able to equip your soldier with these, but you will be able to use them as inspiration to aid you in your conjuring. They'll be coming around the room presently..."

More than anybody else in that classroom, Jol had no need to look at the sample weapons. He was the only man in the room—with the notable exception of Godfrey himself—who had seen combat.

The first time Jol met Godfrey, it wasn't as an instructor. The white-haired man had been acting as the driver for Lady Aeronwen, the Lyceum instructor who'd ventured all the way out to the backwater town of Littlereach to meet him. Aeronwen came to the village where he lived in semi-retirement as a blacksmith because one of the items he'd forged—a helmet put together for a passing knight named Ser Jeroboam—saved the man's life on the battlefield by reflecting a death spell cast by a heathen mage. The ability to not only turn aside the enemy's most powerful magics but reflect them back at the caster was completely unheard of, and it was such a potential game-changer for the war that Jol had been ordered to enroll at the Imperial Lyceum as its newest student.

The fact that he had no other magical ability hadn’t worried Godfrey or Lady Aeronwen. His special power was enough to secure his enrollment, even though the simplest of spells involving fire and ice eluded him for some time after beginning classes.

Ironically, it was Jessamyn Silverbrook herself who’d helped Jol with that. He still had no idea how she’d done it, but the young woman managed to bring out Jol’s innate ability to do magic. Perhaps it was the high-stress environment of one of Hannon’s duels, or perhaps the ‘shock treatment’ of having his makeshift wards battered by different types of spells at the same time.

The attraction between them could have been a contributing factor, as well.

Whatever it was (Jessamyn wasn’t telling him, though he’d asked several times), the strange block Jol had had on his magic since arriving at the Lyceum was truly gone for good. Though he was at a distinct disadvantage against students with years of magical experience, Jol had proven to be a quick study and a fast learner.

Still, he was worried. It seemed to be taken as an article of faith that Jol would grow into his powers and become the hero the Lyceum needed. Even Aeronwen thought so. Every time he tried expressing his worries to the woman, she just pulled the blankets over her body, slid between his legs and began to...

Well. Suffice to say, Jol and Aeronwen's relationship hadn't cooled in the slightest over the last two weeks.

If anything, it was heating up.

He could lay the thanks for that at the feet of Jessamyn. He'd be sure to thank her himself once she was finally cleared by the Lyceum's mages and allowed to leave their clinic. He and Aeronwen had a welcome party all prepared for the gorgeous psychomancer. Aeronwen seemed to think that once the young woman was under their roof, she'd never want to leave.

Jol didn't know about that. But he was excited to take the next steps in whatever this relationship was about to become.

Will it really be the three of us? Jol wondered as the servant passed out tiny weapons to the students in the class. I never thought I'd ever meet a woman who doesn't just condone but is actually excited at the thought of sharing her man with another woman. But if anyone would be able to live with such an arrangement, it's Aeronwen...

Jol's woman was certainly a rare specimen. She loved him so deeply that she'd given him permission to have 'dalliances' with Jessamyn Silverbrook, claiming they didn't bother her in the slightest. In truth, they excited her—as their exploits over the last few weeks in the bedroom would attest. Aeronwen still claimed she was too skittish to actually make love to Jol and Jessamyn at the same time, but Jol knew it was only a matter of time before her fantasies became too powerful to deny.

He was looking forward to it.

Gwen's voice snapped him out of his thoughts. "Earth to Jol Rivers," the redhead giggled, the tiny, jeweled stud in the side of her nose winking at him. "We're going to need you to help us with this assignment, dummy. You can't just sit there daydreaming about Jessamyn Silverbrook while we do all the work..."

Jol wondered if Gwen had a bit of psychomancy herself. More likely he was just very obvious about his thoughts.

"Sorry," Jol grunted, turning his attention to the board. "I just worry about that girl. It's been a week."

David gave a little start. "Hasn't she been improving?" he asked. More than anyone else on campus (with the exception of Jol and his woman), David considered Jessamyn Silverbrook a campus-saving hero. "I mean, if there was a problem, they'd have told you or Aeronwen about it, right?"

"They'd have definitely told Aeronwen," Gwen added with a sly look. "I think the Dean has basically assigned her to be that woman's temporary guardian. I mean, it's not like her own family is going to step up to the plate..."

That made Jol wince. Jessamyn's true last name should have been 'Ardor'. She was the bastard daughter of Lord Ardor, the head of one of the Second Empire's great noble families. Until Jol came around with his common ancestry, she'd been lowest on the class totem pole for that.

"They claim she'll be able to leave today," Jol said. "She took a great deal of damage during Kishinori's lecture. Inside and out."

Both students nodded at that. Kishinori had turned out to be a traitor against the Crown, an agent of the Autarch, the evil being who secretly ran the endless war between the Second Empire and the heathen mages in the north. He'd ensnared Jessamyn Silverbrook with an enchantment and forced her to use her psychomancy—a kind of mind magic—against the entire student body at once, disabling them so that Kishinori could open a portal and summon one of the Autarch's dread lieutenants, a group of monsters colloquially known as The Seven. The enchantment had left the poor girl delirious, and using up so much of her power at once had sapped her to the point that the wounds she'd taken during the battle nearly killed her.

Jol had only been allowed in to speak with her twice over the past week. In both instances she'd been out of it, still in the middle of healing. He'd have felt a great deal better about bringing Jessamyn home later that afternoon if he knew she was on her way to being back to her old self.

And if wishes were horses, Jol told himself, then every man would ride. It was an old joke among the Expeditionary Force, but old jokes got that way from having a grain of truth in them.

Whatever happened with Jessamyn, Jol and Aeronwen would make sure the girl was comfortable and supported. And if she wanted to continue her relationship with Jol once she felt like herself again, well, they'd all be pleased by that.

"Gwen," David was saying. A tone of reproach filled the word. "You shouldn't speak about our fellow students like that. Didn't Jol tell all of us that himself?"

Jol had practically forgotten that speech. He'd been heated when he'd made it, and he’d just been thinking about Jessamyn's honor, not the whole school’s. A strange pride filled him that David remembered his words.

"It's alright," Jol assured them both. "I need to be focused on our task, anyway."

"Good call," Gwen said, looking pleased. "So what should we do, Jol? How do we make sure our little warrior survives his first taste of combat?"

Jol thought it over. The miniature sample weapons that had made their way over to their desk were a longbow and a mace with a heavy, spiked head. Neither were ideal in Jol's eyes. The men of the Expeditionary Force rarely used such implements, preferring instead more practical weapons.

When you spent a great deal of your 'service' scrabbling through the brush trying to find a place to camp for the night, a good sturdy knife was a great deal more useful than a fancy killing tool.

"You've fought these beasts before," Gwen whispered. She hid it well, but there was a quiet note of awe in the redhead's tone when she talked about it—as if Jol had slain an army of the beasts himself, rather than killing one or two in the midst of running for his life. "Lady Aeronwen told me. They attacked Littlereach, didn't they?"

Indeed they had. Jol suppressed a shudder at the memory. The fiends had struck without warning and without mercy, leaving chaos and destruction in their wake. Many had been slain, and those who'd survived the onslaught had found themselves strangely corrupted in its aftermath.

Jol didn't like to think about what had happened after he, Aeronwen, and Godfrey fled the village. The idea that the Autarch's power could twist a man's mind to evil made him want to retch; the memory of fighting his own neighbors upset him in ways that were difficult to describe.

David's brows shot skyward. "I didn't know that," the youth said. "How did the inhumi make it so far into the Eastern Reach without being detected?"

It was a very good question. One Jol would have heeded more had he not been so distracted.

"It wasn't a thing for men to tell stories about," Jol said, his lips compressing to a tight line. "Battle is rarely a predictable, orderly thing, lad. You look at a warrior like this one, with a monster standing before him, and picture something out of a storybook. In reality, it's more like a nightmare."

"The only nightmare here is what's going to happen to my grade if I don't pass this assignment," Gwen said with a smirk. "If you have any ideas to help us avoid that, Jol, I'd be ever so grateful."

Jol snickered at that. “I just might,” he said.

The girl’s hand went to his thigh.

Gwen had been pushing that angle quite a bit lately. The redhead just could not keep her hands off of Jol — it was like she was trying to claim him as her own property. Though a piece of property she’d have to share with two other women! Her frankness was refreshing compared to the guarded way most students of the Lyceum spoke, and she was certainly fun to have around. But taking the next step…?

It wasn't that he wasn't interested in Gwen. God-in-flesh, she was a beautiful girl—the kind of woman he'd have been over the moon to have under his roof back when he lived in Littlereach and made a living by forging items for the local nobility. So why not go for it?

For the same reason Jol spent his time at Littlereach politely turning down the unmarried women and widows of the village. He was a handful, too much for any woman to handle easily.

Unless they had the constitution of Lady Aeronwen. Though she was beginning to change his mind about her being unique in that regard...

"Ugh, you're doing it again!" Gwen complained, but she was smiling—she must have assumed he was thinking about her. "David, will you shake some sense into Jol, please? We're never going to get this assignment completed if he doesn't focus!"

"You know, we could work on this ourselves," the youth drawled.

Gwen made a face. "Jol's the one with experience," she said, crossing her arms beneath her prodigious breasts. "He's our key to winning this contest!"

"It's not a contest..." David tried to protest. But it was no use.

It didn't help that around the room, students were beginning to conjure weapons for their makeshift warriors. As soon as they placed a fighting implement in the hand of the conjured man—be it a sword, a shield, or a longbow—he immediately came to life and attacked the inhumi. Jol could see a half-dozen battles playing out around the room, most of which looked like they weren't going well for the poor warrior. He had the element of surprise, but the inhumi was tough—surprisingly so.

Jol was beginning to suspect there was a twist or to Godfrey's lesson.

An arrow the size of a sewing needle flew across the room and landed on their desk. Two students glanced over at their group, apologizing profusely. "Sorry! Are you alright?"

Jol was too busy watching their fight. The tiny warrior had missed with his crossbow, and now the inhumi was upon him. It was only a play fight, but Jol's stomach still turned as the gray-skinned beast ripped one of the warrior's arms free from their sockets and began to beat the man with it.

Ranged weapons are not the answer, Jol thought. Getting first strike isn't worth the lack of a close-up, melee alternative.

Then what was the answer?

All around the room, more fights were reaching their conclusion. Near the front of the chamber, a group of students cried out with triumph as their warrior slew the inhumi, but most looked dejected. This assignment was nowhere near as easy as most of them had assumed it would be.

Jol and his team were running out of time. Already Godfrey was casting suspicious glances their way; in a few moments the white-haired man would be asking why their warrior hadn't attacked his monster yet.

He had mere moments to think of a weapon to give the warrior. If only he knew what the successful teams were outfitting their figures with!

If Jol thought it, David did it. The blonde lad was craning his neck to see the other side of the room, his eyes narrowing. "Huh. That's strange."

"What is?" Gwen asked.

"That team that just won," David said. "Their warrior used a longbow."

Gwen blinked. "But we just watched someone try that and get their arms ripped off," the redhead blurted. "That's not going to get us an 'A' on this assignment—!"

Suddenly it clicked.

"Bloody hell!" Jol laughed. "That's so simple. It's not the type of weapon that matters."

Jol thought he could see the hint of a smile on Godfrey's face.

Neither Gwen nor David understood. "Then what is?" the redhead asked.

"The quality," Jol said, tapping David on the shoulder. "The others are using these cheap weapons to base their conjuration on, when they're meant to be simple bits of inspiration. And these weapons are made of dross!"

With that, he drew the dagger from his boot and laid it on the table.

The other students sitting around the desk reacted as if they’d just had a live viper tossed into their midst. David’s brows rose; Gwen grabbed Jol and held him as if frightened, her fingers questing dangerously close to the boundaries of propriety.

“We’ll use this,” Jol said, running a finger down the edge of the steel. The dagger had just been sharpened and cleaned that morning. Jol performed these chores the way he bathed, dressed and shaved—they were just a part of who he was. “David, you think you can conjure a tiny duplicate of this?”

The youth recovered from his shock, then nodded. “Yeah, I think that’ll work.”

“Better idea,” Gwen said, holding up a finger. “All of us try it. Make a pair of daggers using this as a base. Whichever ones come out the nicest, we’ll equip our little soldier with them. Hopefully he’ll make us proud!”

“You look like you’re the one who wants Jol’s little soldiers,” Junji grumbled.

“What was that?” Gwen snapped.

“Nothing!” the young man said, louder this time. “Let’s go for it. According to Instructor Godfrey, the actual conjuration should only take a second…”

It actually took about fifteen seconds. Jol reached inward, using the instructions Godfrey had given all of them. These were not incomprehensible, the way Instructor Hannon’s had been, and the purple flash that illuminated the air over the desk told him he was on the right path.

When he was done, a tiny pair of daggers lay on the wood. In every way, they appeared miniature duplicates of his own.

The others materialized at roughly the same time. Gwen’s conjuration only created one dagger—more of a short sword, with a lion’s head on the pommel barely larger than the head of a pin. Exquisite work, but not right for a battle.

David’s daggers looked the part, but a glance from Jol told him they were not the right fit. They were too large—they’d be more like carving knives in the conjured soldier’s hands.

Junji’s were made of wood. They were right out.

Everyone sitting around the table reached the conclusion at the same time. “It’s yours,” David said, picking up the pair of miniature daggers. “I mean, I guess it would be. You’re the one with the experience actually using these things…”

Jol sheathed his dagger back inside of his boot and tried to ignore the way Gwen swooned. “Let’s see how it goes,” he said, placing the miniature in the soldier’s hands.

The tiny warrior sprang to life. He threw himself forward with a roar that was very much unlike any member of the Expeditionary Force that Jol had ever known, attacking the inhumi with a vigor more akin to a fabled warrior than a poor conscript.

The creature never knew what hit it. The warrior sank its first dagger into the base of the monster's neck, nearly severing its spine, then the other arm reached around and stabbed the inhumi in the chest a half-dozen times. The creature let out a wail of pain so realistic that the hair on the back of Jol's neck stood straight up.

The inhumi slumped over and died. The warrior threw his hands in the air, striking a triumphant pose.

"Very good," a voice said behind Jol.

He turned to see Godfrey watching the results of the fight. "This lesson was intended to teach you students several things, not merely a single one. Conjuring weapons is all well and good, but if the material you use to base your conjurations on is bad, the things you create will be bad as well. We conjurers have a saying: 'garbage in, garbage out...'"

Godfrey trailed off as the door of the classroom opened anew. 

A few people turned, but most ignored the short, stocky woman who strode into the classroom. She wore the simple uniform of a servant, so if the students around the room thought about her at all, they likely assumed she was there to collect the remains of their conjuration experiment. 

Only Jol, who recognized her, had any inkling of why she was truly there. 

"Ser?" Tyssa stopped a few strides away from Jol's table, looking uncertain of herself. The servant appeared to be trying to decide whether to address the instructor or Jol directly, and splitting the difference in the attempt. "Jol Rivers must come with me. He's needed urgently..." 

At this hour, Tyssa should have been back at Aeronwen's apartments. The young woman was, after all, their domicile's appointed housekeeper. Tyssa herself had taken the position in exchange for becoming their point of contact with the rumors and gossip around the Lyceum, which allowed the girl to get out from under the thumb of the campus's tyrannical steward. She would only have been here if something was wrong. 

And there was only one thing Jol could think of that could go wrong on a day like today. 


Jol was out of his seat so quickly that Gwen let out a little yelp. "What's going on?" he asked, looking into Tyssa's deep brown eyes. "Is Miss Silverbrook...?" 

He dared not say anything further. Looks of worry filled the rest of the class. 

Tyssa looked like she wished she knew. "No one's told me anything," the servant insisted, "other than that you must come quickly. Lady Aeronwen insisted." The woman hesitated, as if she weren't sure whether to say the next part. "She's waiting for you at the clinic." 

The clinic, Jol thought. So it was Jessamyn. 

"Very well," Jol said, bidding his partners goodbye with a nod. "Instructor, I apologize..." 

Godfrey shook his head. "Don't worry about it," the white-haired man insisted, looking as worried as Jol felt. "Go. Go!" 

He followed Tyssa out of the classroom. 

Something important was going on, and Jol could already tell he wasn't going to like it one bit. 
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"Alright, we're outside now," Jol told Tyssa. "Is there anything you couldn't tell me in there that you can now tell me out here?" 

Tyssa shook her head. The stocky servant was moving at a good clip through the main square of the Lyceum, darting between buildings like someone's life depended on her getting to her destination quickly. It didn't bode well for the future, and just watching her made ice form in the pit of Jol's gut. 

The fear contrasted sharply with the warm, late summer day. The very beginnings of autumn had just touched Keynes a week or so ago, and the temperature had already dropped low enough that many students were wearing scarves and thicker boots when they went out. The atmosphere was still balmy, with none of the crispness Jol associated with the fall, but that would soon come. 

Several groups of students tried to greet Jol as he passed. He waved at them out of sheer politeness, but he had no time for casual conversation. It still felt strange to him to be known to so many and to be so highly respected. He'd spent so long as a simple blacksmith in Littlereach that he'd grown used to being thought of as nothing more than a peasant. 

"Did Lady Aeronwen say anything else to you? Anything at all to give you some idea of what's going on?" 

Tyssa shook her head. "It has something to do with young Miss Silverbrook. That's all I know. And no one had to tell me that." 


No one would have had to tell Jol, either. If they were headed to the Lyceum's clinic, there was only one reason for it. 

Unsatisfied with following, Jol walked around Tyssa and matched her stride for stride. "If someone's hurt her, I'll pull their guts out through their throat," he growled, the edges of his vision going red. "That woman saved us all. No one should be allowed to lay a finger on her that she does not wish..." 

Tyssa glanced over at Jol, stunned. "I've never seen you like this before," she said, her cheeks paler than usual. 

"I've never been like this before," Jol replied. "You know the citizens of my village once had the gall to describe me as 'mild-mannered'?" 

Despite their mutual worries, Tyssa managed a faint smile. "I would not do so," she said, picking up the pace. 

The two of them worked up a good sweat on their way to the clinic. It was situated near the entrance to the Inner Island at the heart of Keynes, just over the bridge leading to the interior of the Lyceum proper. Its closeness to the merchant district on the city side of the bridge probably contributed to its humbleness: it had none of the ornate architecture of the buildings closer to the government or the church complexes. It resembled nothing so much as a three-story box, longer than it was wide. 

Jol made for the entrance like an arrow seeking a target. 


A guard at the door tried to slow Jol down, but he shoved the man aside like he wasn't even there. All the worries Jol had been trying to suppress boiled inside of him, turning him into a man of action. Jessamyn is in trouble, he thought. Maybe Aeronwen, too. 

Compared to that, shoving a guard meant little. 

He heard Tyssa making explanations to the man as he entered the lobby. Under normal circumstances, the entranceway to the clinic would be nearly empty, but these were not normal circumstances. A half-dozen men in fine suits stood in a circle near the center of the room, conversing in low tones. Jol recognized them immediately as functionaries of the government, for they all wore the silver necklace that marked a man or a woman as part of the King's parliament. 

Standing with them were several men in priest's robes. 

Jol didn't hesitate. He headed for the front desk, gesturing at a harried-looking woman who was trying to keep the mess in some form of order. "Jessamyn Silverbrook," he grunted, calling to mind the room number from his previous visit. "I'm going in to see her." 

The men wearing the chains of Parliament all stared at his words. 

"Ser, no one is being allowed in to see Miss Silverbrook at the moment," one of the men said. He had a face like a sea urchin, and his suit fit him poorly, yet he threw himself in Jol's path like a boulder. "Lord Vespasian requested privacy—" 

Jol stepped around the politician. "I was summoned by the Lady Aeronwen," he grunted, barely paying the man any notice. "I don't know who Lord Vespasian is, but if he's laid a hand on Jessamyn Silverbrook, then he's about to lose the hand." 


"Who is this man?" someone shouted. "An intruder?" 

Jol's patience was already frayed. This snapped it. "Get out of the way," he bellowed, coming perilously close to putting his hands on an agent of the Crown. "Lady Aeronwen will explain everything—" 

Suddenly Lady Aeronwen was among them. 

Aeronwen entered from a side door, carrying two bulging skins of water. From the way she held them, it was clear that whoever was in the room with Jessamyn had requested she fill them and bring them back to the young woman, probably as a pretext to interrogate her or do some other dirty deed. She looked like she'd been hurrying back when she entered the room, stopped, and saw Jol about to trade blows with a dozen agents of the Crown. 

Even in the midst of pandemonium, Aeronwen's eyes filled with devotion at the sight of Jol. She looked relieved to have him finally here, and she lifted a hand over her head as she reached for her magic. 

A thunderclap sounded across the lobby. Everyone fell silent. 

"Gentlemen," Aerowen said, making the word sound almost like an insult. "You are detaining Jol Rivers, the man who saved this Lyceum a little over a week ago. A man whom Jessamyn Silverbrook herself insisted be brought to see her at once." 

The unctuous man who'd tried to stop Jol did a double take. "The blacksmith?" he spat, giving the muscles of Jol's shoulders and the veins in his biceps a second look. "God-in-flesh, you are the blacksmith! What a brute!" 


"Small wonder Miss Silverbrook was asking for him," someone else muttered snarkily. "He looks like he could rip her in two—" 

"Keep talking," Jol snapped, glancing at the man, "and I'll show you what that looks like.” 

The functionary's mouth snapped shut like a guillotine. 

"It's alright," Aeronwen assured the men. She moved to Jol and handed him one of the waterskins, taking his hand in hers. "I'll handle this. Come with me, Jol. Jessamyn's waiting." 

The men in the lobby didn't look happy with this, but none of them were going to disagree with the Lady Aeronwen to her face. They parted like a river before a rock, making room for Jol and Aeronwen to make their way upstairs. 

"What was all that?" Jol demanded as soon as they were alone. "Half the bloody Parliament is downstairs!" 

"It's a... delicate situation," Aeronwen said, giving him an awkward look. "I'm glad to see you, darling. I'd show you just how glad, if we only had thirty seconds to tarry. But events have reached a boiling point, I'm afraid." 

Her words centered Jol like nothing else could. "What's happening?" he asked. "Tell me everything." 

"I'm afraid it will be easier if I show you," Aeronwen replied, leading him into the hallway. "Jessamyn, she—" 

"Get him away from me!" 


Jol was running before his mind had even processed the words. That was Jessamyn's voice. And she sounded like she was in trouble. 

"Jol, wait!" Aeronwen reached for him, but he was already beyond her grasp. "I should go with you—" 

Jol already knew which room belonged to Jessamyn. It was at the end of the hall, placed at the corner of the hospital with windows looking down on a wide swath of the Inner Island. It was one of the nicest suites in the building, reserved for those who were either in very great need or were at the top of the social ladder. 

Jol opened the door like it wasn't even there and entered the room. 

Jessamyn was sitting up in bed, her slender back pressed against the wall. Like a woman in a nightmare, she was cornered, trying her damndest to get away from the figure who stood at the foot of her hospital bed. A tall, dark man loomed over her, waving something metallic back and forth as he spoke. 

"Leave her alone!" Jol roared, reaching for the dagger in his boot. If someone was trying to harm Jessamyn, they'd be sorry they tried— 

"Rivers!" The gruff voice came from his right. "Stop before you do something you can't take back, lad!" 

Jol stopped in mid stride. He knew that voice. 

It belonged to the Lyceum's Dean, Garnet Dirk. 

Jessamyn saw him and cried out. "Jol!" 

The man holding the piece of metal paused. Before Jol could cover the distance to Jessamyn's hospital bed, he'd turned around, his severe expression relaxing into a smile. 

"So this is the famous Mr. Rivers!" the man said, lowering his hand. "Good, I'm glad you're here. Miss Silverbrook has been nearly inconsolable..." 

If Dean Dirk were not in the room and had not delivered his warning, Jol would have slugged the man in the face. As it was, he stepped around the tall fellow and pulled Jessamyn Silverbrook into his arms, smoothing down the woman's auburn hair as she buried her face in his chest. 

"It's alright," Jol murmured. "I'm here now, sweetness. No one's going to hurt you." 

"Jol," Jessamyn whimpered thickly. "Where am I? I'm so freaking confused. The last thing I remember is getting my makeup on to crash Kishinori's lecture. Now I'm weak as a kitten, I smell like a trash pile, and there's some strange old man trying to lock me up...!" 

Lock her up? Jol stiffened. He wouldn't let anyone take Jessamyn away. 

"I'm here now," he repeated, holding her tight. "And you smell wonderful." 

Somehow, Jessamyn managed to laugh. 

Just then, Aeronwen entered the room. "Oh, thank the God-in-flesh," she said, looking relieved that there was neither blood nor teeth on the floor. "I'm so sorry. I should have warned Jol before he arrived—" 

"It's quite alright." That was Dean Dirk, who'd been watching everything from the seat next to the window. He was on his feet now and doing his best to put himself between the tall man and Jol. "We're all a little on edge right now. No one's done anything that can't be taken back." 

"Couldn't agree more," the man with the metal said. "Mr. Rivers, once you calm Miss Silverbrook down, perhaps you could help me persuade her to put on the odalisque? This would go a great deal easier if she would cooperate, rather than having to be forced." 

"I won't do it," Jessamyn sobbed. "I didn't do anything wrong!" 

The what? Jol glanced at the man's hand, guessing that the metal item he held was this 'odalisque'. It looked remarkably like the silver necklaces the politicians in the lobby wore, though it was shorter and would fit Jessamyn tightly. A blood-red jewel sparkled in the center of the necklace, nearly the same color as the stud in the side of Gwen's nose. 

"I'm not helping you with anything," Jol growled. 

"Let's all just calm down," the Dean said. "Jol, you don't know what's going on here. You need to be brought up to speed. And Lord Vespasian, I know you're only doing what you have to, but you're terrifying that poor girl..." 

So this was Lord Vespasian. From the way the men were talking about him out in the lobby, he was a noble of some repute. 

"Very well," Jol spat. "If that's the case, then someone enlighten me." 

"I'm scared," Jessamyn murmured. It felt good to have her so close to Jol, to have her arms wrapped around him. "Shit, I'm so confused. I'm dizzy..." 

"She's still suffering from some lingering effects of the incident with Kishinori," Vespasian explained sympathetically. "The symptoms will wear off with time, but the dizzy spells may last for the next few days at the very least. Miss Silverbrook will need to be watched, and she will need to stay hydrated. Speaking of which, Lady Aeronwen, I see you've brought those waterskins I requested." 

Aeronwen nodded and approached the bed. "Here," she whispered, giving one to Jessamyn. "This should help." 

Jessamyn took the skin and drank from it. "He wants to make me wear that thing," she hissed, nodding at the necklace. "I won't do it!" 

"Nor should you have to," Jol said. "Miss Silverbrook hasn't done anything wrong. If anything, you should all be thanking her for saving this school. There's no reason for her to be punished." 

Lord Vespasian gave Jol a sympathetic smile. "The odalisque is not a punishment," the man said, letting out a sigh. "Will you sit, Mr. Rivers? We should talk this over. I promise you I won't touch Miss Silverbrook, as long as she remains on the bed and doesn't attempt to make a break for it." 

Jol glanced down into Jessamyn's eyes. No promises, that gaze of hers said. 

Jol gave her the other waterskin and sat down in the chair Dean Dirk had been in a few moments before. Aeronwen took another, while the Dean moved towards the door, as if readying himself to intercept Jessamyn in the event she did try to run. 

"Very good," Vespasian said. "It's very nice to meet you, Mr. Rivers. I understand that, while you might give the title to Miss Silverbrook, it's really you who is the hero who saved us all from one of the Seven." 

Jol wasn't entirely sure what to make of Lord Vespasian. He had a lean, aristocratic face, without a hint of the doughiness or flab common to the nobility in this part of the world. He had a flat forehead and a hawkish brow, and his prominent nose didn't help the impression that the man looked vaguely like a bird. Long gray hair ran in a smooth wave between his shoulder blades, ending just at the borders of propriety. 

"His Majesty is very interested in what happened at the Lyceum last week," Lord Vespasian explained in cultured tones. "Particularly interested, I have to admit, because of the tragic circumstances that kept the Crown from being able to interrogate Kishinori and discover the extent of his involvement in the tragedy." 

Jol nodded, trying to keep his face neutral. The night after Kishinori was taken into custody, a fire had broken out in the prison where he was being held. Two dozen prisoners died, including Kishinori himself. A freak accident, was what they'd called it. Jol wasn't so sure. 

And from the look in his eyes, neither was Lord Vespasian. 

“Aren’t we all,” Dean Dirk drawled. When Lord Vespasian’s gaze snapped over to him, the Dean coughed and added: “Of course we appreciate the Crown’s interest in our safety.” 

“Quite,” Vespasian said, again flashing that disarming smile. “We’ve received numerous reports about what happened in the lecture hall that evening. Some of the reports conflict, of course, as reports are known to do. Many who watched the struggle were temporarily severed from their wits, barely able to process the horror before them. Had it not been for the bold actions of Mr. Rivers, along with Instructor Hannon, we might have lost a great many of the Empire’s most promising up and coming mages that day…” 

“You’re stalling, ser,” the Dean said. “Jol isn’t the sort of man who appreciates being buttered up, Vespasian. Just give it to him straight.” 

“Very well.” Lord Vespasian looked pleased. “All of the reports, however, agree on one very important thing. Namely, that no one save yourself and Instructor Hannon were able to fight back during the incident.” 

Jol swallowed hard. Did this man know about Envy? 

“I don’t know why I was able to fight back,” Jol admitted. 

Vespasian looked surprised. “Neither do I,” he said, looking like it wasn’t the response he’d expected from Jol. “But I’m certain it must have something to do with your peculiar magic. You’ve been brought to the Lyceum so that we may discover its properties, yes? And it has the ability to reflect and deaden enemy magic?” 

Jol was careful not to let Vespasian see his sigh of relief. The man wasn’t accusing him of anything. He had no idea that the real reason Jol was able to block Jessamyn’s psychomancy was that his personal demon familiar provided him protection. 

If one of the Second Empire’s inquisitors had cottoned on to the fact that a demoness was living in their midst, it would be a one way trip to jail for Jol. Probably with another ‘accident’ like the one that killed Kishinori, as well. 

“I’m talking about the psychomancy,” Vespasian said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Such power was allowed to come mere inches away from affecting the entirety of the Lyceum’s student body. Had things been even slightly different, you and I would be conversing in the midst of a period of mourning, Mr. Rivers. Thousands of people nearly lost their lives because of Jessamyn Silverbrook's magic." 

So. That was where the man was going with this. He supposed he couldn’t be surprised. 

“Miss Silverbrook’s psychomancy is powerful,” Vespasian continued. “Powerful and dangerous. Prior to the unfortunate incident at Kishinori’s lecture, the tradeoff between the danger of allowing a psychomancer unfettered access to the Lyceum’s grounds and the benefit to be derived in doing so was judged worth the risk. Now, it is not. Miss Silverbrook is a walking psychic bomb. And that can no longer be tolerated.” 

“This is the only way,” Dean Dirk said. The man squeezed his oversized hands together, giving Jol a look that was almost pleading. “It’s either this or the girl gets exiled from the Lyceum. She has to wear the necklace, or she can’t be here any longer.” 

“It’s not fair,” Jessamyn whimpered. “I didn’t even do anything wrong!” 

“This is monstrous,” Aeronwen protested. “You’re punishing someone who’s suffered more than any of us!” 

Jol cleared his throat. “What does the necklace do?” 

Lord Vespasian seized on that last part. “It prevents what happened at Kishinori’s lecture from happening a second time,” the man explained. “It deadens Miss Silverbrook’s connection with her magic—in particular, her psychomancy. With the odalisque around her throat, the Lyceum will have nothing to fear from her magic.” 


So. It was a control mechanism, then. Wearing the collar would render Jessamyn no different than a peasant. She’d have no magic to speak of, including her powerful mind magics. 

Jol could understand why the Second Empire’s functionaries would insist on this protective measure. They were at the heart of the capital, after all. But problems immediately occurred to him. 

“If she’s wearing this ‘odalisque’, how will she complete her education?” Jol searched the man’s face for his reaction as he spoke. “We’re here to become mages, Lord Vespasian. To learn how to use our powers. Silencing Jessamyn’s abilities is contrary to the purpose of this place.” 

Lord Vespasian had already anticipated this. “Miss Silverbrook has completed the larger portion of her education already,” the man countered. “Most of her remaining time can be spent on theoretical work that requires no actual magic to be cast. And in situations where it’s unavoidable, she’ll be allowed to remove the collar for tests, under carefully controlled conditions.” 

Aeronwen shook her head. “I still don’t like this,” she said, giving Jessamyn a sympathetic look. “We shouldn’t be doing this to Jessamyn.” 

Dean Dirk cleared his throat. “Look, both of you were there,” the Dean insisted. “You saw what happened. You know what sorts of horror can arise when an uncontrolled psychomancer is allowed in a room with hundreds of students. I appreciate your concern for Miss Silverbook, but the simple fact of the matter is she doesn’t have a choice. Not if she wants to remain a student of the Lyceum.” 


Jessamyn looked poleaxed. “This isn’t fair,” she muttered, frowning deeply. “You’re all treating me like I’m a fucking inhumi! Like I could go feral at any moment and start ripping students apart…” 

Lord Vespasian’s look silenced her. 

“Dean Dirk is partially incorrect,” the man said, brushing aside a lock of his long white hair. “You do have a choice, Miss Silverbrook. You can accept the odalisque and continue your studies, along with your life at the Lyceum. Or… you can go into exile.” 

Jessamyn and Jol shared a look. Neither of them were idiots—they knew that the Second Empire wouldn’t simply accept ‘exile’ as a solution. After what had happened at the lecture hall, Jessamyn wouldn’t be allowed to walk within the Empire’s borders without some check on her power. 

Even a garden variety psychomancer couldn’t have done what she did, Jol thought. It was unfair that the girl be punished for her successes, but it was true. Jessamyn’s power was so great that disabling an entire army of mages was within her ability. The Lyceum would be mad to let her live there unfettered. 

Not even because they distrusted her. But because someone like Kishinori could use her powers for evil once again. Perhaps next time, they’d do it without being detected, and Jessamyn would be forced to take the fall. 


Jol could see in the young woman’s eyes that she was thinking along the same lines. “Fine,” she whispered, a shudder passing through her body as she spoke the word. “If it’s the only way, then I’ll wear the stupid thing. But I won’t like it…” 

Lord Vespasian approached the girl. “No one’s asking you to.” 

It only took a few seconds. Vespasian’s shadow fell across Jessamyn like a cloud before the sun, and when the inquisitor stepped back the tiny silver chain stretched snugly across the young woman’s throat. It fit her like a choker, contoured so tight to her skin that Jol doubted she could have even fit a finger between the metal and her neck. Probably that was by design. 

Jessamyn reached for the odalisque and winced. “It’s cold,” she said. 

“It will warm in time,” Lord Vespasian assured her. Now that his unpleasant task was complete, the man was all good humor and false camaraderie. Jol wondered, though. He did seem like he honestly sympathized with Jessamyn. Did he find this task abhorrent, merely the least bad of several possible options? Or did he enjoy his work? 

Jol wasn’t sure. He felt no inclination to find out. 

“You may leave now, whenever you’re ready,” Lord Vespasian smiled. “Your dorm room has been freshly cleaned and prepared for your arrival, so I am told.” 

“The girl will be staying with me,” Aeronwen interjected. 


Both Vespasian and Dean Dirk stared at the mage instructor. Vespasian looked amused; the Dean was quietly horrified. 

“Under your roof?” the Dean asked. 

Aeronwen nodded. 

“In the same apartment you share with Jol Rivers?” 

Vespasian laughed, an awkward smile spreading across his face. “Come, Garnet, I think we’ve impugned upon the young woman’s personal life enough for one day, no?” 

But the Dean was recalcitrant. “This… this is technically legal,” the man said, the wheels turning behind his eyes. “But I can’t condone it. Once this gets out, it’ll be almost as big of a headache as the bloody necklace…” 

“I should think,” Aeronwen said stiffly, “that the potential death of hundreds of Lyceum pupils should be far more important to you than where one wayward student chooses to lay her head at night, Dean.” 

“Well said,” Jol grunted. 

While the rest of the room argued, Jol leaned down and cupped Jessamyn’s chin. The brunette had trouble meeting his eye, and Jol could tell that the necklace hugging her throat shamed her. The tiny red jewel sparkled, which could have been caused by his touch or just a trick of the light. 

“Are you alright?” he rasped, ignoring the rest of the room. 

Jessamyn shook her head. “No,” she whispered. She tilted her head upward, her eyes filling with devotion as she locked gazes with Jol. “But I will be.” 


Jol couldn’t help but smile. “Let’s get you home, girl.” 

So it was that while Dean Dirk was still trying to argue against their cohabitation, Jol pulled Jessamyn into his arms. He lifted her from the bed as she wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his chest, sighing as she inhaled his masculine scent. 

“We’re leaving,” Jol told the room. “If either of you would like to file a formal complaint against the man who saved the Lyceum, you’re welcome to do so—” 

Lord Vespasian held up a hand. “No need. I shall take my leave.” The white-haired inquisitor gave the Dean a stately nod. “Your Dean needs to speak to you before you go. After that, you’re free to carry Miss Silverbrook wherever you like.” The ghost of a smile flickered across the man’s face. “Though I’m sure the student body will be shocked to see you doing it…” 

Jol didn’t feel like listening to whatever blather Dean Dirk had to say. Jessamyn felt incredible in his arms, and her body was so tense he knew the young woman wanted nothing so much as having a sturdy door between herself and the rest of the world. 

But then Aeronwen intervened. 

“We’ll stay for a moment,” the mage instructor said, placing a hand on Jol’s shoulder. She added in a whisper: “it will be alright, darling.” 

Only the Woman in Blue could have quieted Jol’s temper at that moment. Jol thought it over and sighed. 

“Fine. But be quick.” 


And, still smiling, Lord Vespasian withdrew.
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“What the bloody hell was that?” 

Dean Dirk held up his hands, an apologetic look cutting through his gruff features. “I know you didn’t want to get the inquisitors involved, Aeronwen. But there was no stopping them. After we nearly lost over a hundred students, you think the Crown would really look the other way?” 

Jol moved to the foot of the bed and sat down, Jessamyn still in his arms. She had calmed down considerably once she’d entered Jol’s embrace, and Lord Vespasian taking his leave appeared to be the last thing she’d needed to escape the lassitude and confusion that had overwhelmed her ever since Jol’s arrival. When the girl peered up from his chest, she looked a great deal more like her old self again. 

She showed no desire to leave his arms, though. Curled up like a cat against his chest, Jessamyn Silverbrook was exactly where she wanted to be. 

“I’ll tell you just what that was,” Aeronwen insisted. “That was one of the Empire’s inquisitors. Here! In our own school!” 

Dean Dirk’s expression hardened. “I don’t need you to tell me that, Lady Aeronwen,” the man said gruffly. “Believe me, I’m not exactly thrilled that the man is lodging beneath the Lyceum’s roof.” 

“He’s staying, then?” Jol asked. He was reluctant to contribute to the conversation—it felt much nicer to just sit there, letting his hands roam over Jessamyn’s fine body. But it was necessary. 


“Of course he’s staying,” Dean Dirk grunted. “Once you let the bastards in the door, they never leave.” 

“What possible reason could he give for staying?” Aeronwen demanded. “The deed is done. None can take it back now.” 

The mage instructor’s gaze flickered over to Jessamyn, lingering on the jewel nestled in the hollow of her throat. The way she cooed and sighed in Jol’s arms was interesting as well, but it was the odalisque that captured the mage instructor’s attention. Perhaps she was thinking of how she would feel were she to suddenly lose control of her own magic. 

“Oh, he has the usual litany of excuses,” Dean Dirk said. Suddenly the man sounded tired; Jol realized that he’d likely been going back and forth with the Second Empire’s authorities for some time now, and he’d had only just managed to get away and check on Jessamyn herself. “There’s any number of reports of heathen activity to investigate in the Inner Island. Even if there weren’t, the inquisitors could easily fabricate some. Throw Kishinori’s murder into the bargain…” 

“Murder?” Jol asked. 

The Dean’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t really think his death was an accident, do you?” 

No one had a good answer to that. 

When no one spoke up, the Dean sighed anew. “So it sounds as if we’ll be stuck with Lord Vespasian for a good, long while,” he grunted, throwing himself into the same chair he’d been sitting in when Jol and Aeronwen arrived. “Wonderful news, no?” 

Not really. To Jol, it sounded the exact opposite of wonderful. 

Dean Dirk rubbed the bridge of his nose. “My apologies,” the man said, chuckling to himself with a sudden burst of morbid humor. “I forgot to offer you refreshments! Please, let me get you some coffee, at the very least.” 

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Jol began. “We’re all very eager to get home…” 

But the door was already opening. 

Tyssa stood in the doorway, carrying a plain tray with a carafe and several mugs on it. The short woman’s gaze darted back and forth as she entered, checking the hallway to ensure it was clear of anyone who might overhear. Once she was certain, she shut the door behind her with a heel and turned the lock. 

“We’re good,” the woman proclaimed, coming forward and placing the coffee on the table. “Lord Vespasian took the nobles and the other ruffians with him.” 

Dean Dirk permitted himself a faint smile. “Good. Aeronwen, will you sit?” 

Something clicked in Jol’s head. “You called us back here for more than a mere apology,” he said. 

The Dean snorted. “Well of course I did,” he said, his heavy gray brows furrowing over his eyes. “You’re already sitting, Rivers, so I won’t insist you join us. Are your hands too full for your lady servant to give you coffee?” 

Jessamyn perked up in his arms. “I’d like a cup,” she said, turning around in Jol’s lap. 

This had the unfortunate—or fortunate, depending on how one looked at it—effect of putting the Jessamyn’s luscious rump directly in the center of Jol’s lap. Every little quiver of her thighs made him stiffen, and once Jessamyn realized what she was doing to him, she played it to the hilt. She shot little looks over her shoulder at him, smirking as she applied just so much pressure to his bulge. 

Jol took a cup as well. Tyssa served them both and then went to the door. Aeronwen tried to get the servant to sit with them—in private quarters, they considered Tyssa far more of an equal than a servant—but she insisted. 

“Keeping an ear out,” the servant smirked, tugging on one of her braids. “There’s no guarantee Lord Vespasian won’t send an eavesdropper to listen in on our conversation. Don’t worry, I’ll still hear everything. If I’ve got anything to say, I’ll say it.” 

Dean Dirk watched the servant with amusement. “You really lucked out on this chambermaid,” the man said, turning to Aeronwen with a canny expression. “A more credulous man might even wonder how it is that you happen to have a personal servant who knows so much.” 

“I’m afraid Jol gets most of the credit for that,” Aeronwen demurred. “He recruited the lass behind my back.” 

Jol didn’t think there was much in this world that could shock Dean Garnet Dirk. That did it. 

“Aeronwen,” the Dean said, chuckling. “To hear that you, of all people, would let a man run circles around you…” 


Aeronwen and Jessamyn shared a look. The mage instructor smiled. 

“Jol Rivers isn’t most men,” Aeronwen said. “I think you’re beginning to realize that.” 

Dean Dirk snorted into his coffee. 

Things were quiet for a few moments as the crew sipped their drinks. Jol used the time to think over the new developments around the Lyceum. Having an agent of the Second Empire in their midst was going to put people on edge even more than they already were. If the Crown was hoping to calm things down by sending an inquisitor to the Lyceum, their actions were going to have the exact opposite effect. 

What if, Jol wondered, that was the point? What if Lord Vespasian wasn’t here to soothe emotions but to inflame them? To bring about a fracture that would reveal the true traitors to the school? 

Or to allow the Crown to seize control of the Lyceum proper, Jol told himself. There are always those who resent the level of autonomy the mages have been given. They’d rather turn us all into slaves… 

Thinking of that sent his gaze to the odalisque around Jessamyn Silverbrook’s neck. 

Jessamyn was no slave. But with her powers restricted, she’d be unable to defend herself if trouble came to the Lyceum. The poor young woman was going to be dependent on Jol and Aeronwen for protection. 

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to mind the idea one bit. 


“Damn,” Jessamyn purred, sitting up a little straighter in Jol’s lap. She had been coming back to her senses ever since Lord Vespasian left, and the coffee appeared to be doing the final bits of heavy lifting needed to bring back her natural verve and snarkiness. “I was hoping he’d hightail it so you could knock this thing off of me!” She raised a hand to the necklace choker, her fingers grazing the ruby in the hollow of her throat. “I’m really going to have to wear this thing all the time?” 

Dean Dirk’s eyes narrowed. “Now you’re going to complain about wearing ridiculous things on campus, young lady?” 

Spots of color rose to Jessamyn’s cheeks. She didn’t answer. But as she settled back down, she parted her thighs just enough to let them rub up and down Jol’s bulge. The friction nearly drove him mad! 

“We can just call it a bold fashion choice,” Aeronwen insisted. “Though with Lord Vespasian on campus, I doubt it will be long before everyone knows what’s happened.” The mage instructor blanched. “People are going to talk, Jessamyn. I’m sorry…” 

Jessamyn let out merry, tinkling laughter. “Oh no. You mean people will talk about me? Maybe they’ll even make up mean rumors about how much of a stuck-up slut I am?” 

Jol started to chuckle. “They do all that anyway,” he said, holding onto Jessamyn’s hip. “And if they didn’t before, they certainly will once we bring you home.” 

Dean Dirk blanched. “So you’re really going to continue in this foolishness?” 


Jol and Aeronwen shared a look. Jol wasn’t going to back down—and from the look in his woman’s eyes, there was no chance she’d break ranks and give in. 

“Pardon me,” the mage instructor said. “But from where we’re sitting, Dean, it’s the opposite of foolishness.” 

The Dean finished the last of his coffee and grabbed the carafe, filling it himself before Tyssa could. “You can get away with it, surely,” he mused, steam billowing from the top of his mug. “God-in-flesh, after what happened at Kishinori’s lecture, it would be shorter to list the things you can’t get away with at the Lyceum, Rivers.” He sighed, shaking his head. “Just promise me this… unconventional relationship of yours won’t keep the three of you from what needs to be done.” 

There was a pause. 

“And what’s that, exactly?” Jessamyn asked sweetly. 

The Dean didn’t respond. Instead, he looked intensely first at Aeronwen, then at Jol. 

“You know what I’m talking about,” the Dean insisted. “The special project.” 

It occurred to Jol then that for Jessamyn, that phrase meant something completely different from what it meant to Jol and Aeronwen. Before Kishinori’s lecture, he’d been working on a secret project for the Dean—but it was a secret project of a very different nature, with a much more discrete goal. 

When he’d first arrived in Keynes, what the Lyceum wanted more than anything was to discover the secret behind Jol’s unusual magic. His blacksmithing imbued the weapons and armor he forged with powerful enchantments, making them capable of absorbing or even reflecting enemy magic. 

Jol might have gone his whole life without recognizing his hidden potential, save for the fact that a helm he’d forged for a passing knight saved the man’s life in the Scourge, reflecting an instant-death spell cast upon him by a heathen mage. The investigation into that incident led to Aeronwen being tasked with tracking down the man who’d forged the helm, which led her to Littlereach and to him. 

The rest was history. 

The Lyceum knew what Jol’s unique magic could do. But they still had no idea how it worked. And so they’d assigned Jessamyn Silverbrook to watch him forge items, trusting in her to use her psychomancy to locate whatever hidden mechanism allowed Jol to overcome his block and perform feats of magic. 

Just a week ago, that had been the most important thing happening in Jol’s life. 

And now it had been tossed by the wayside. 

The ‘secret project’ Dean Dirk had assigned Jol and Aeronwen to had nothing to do with his magic, and everything to do with their enemies. 

No one truly believed Kishinori had acted alone or that the man’s death in the custody of the Crown had been accidental. All of it was part of the dark plan of their enemies in the shadows, a group of monsters from the Scourge known as the Seven. As horrible as they were, each of them were merely the lieutenants of their ultimate foe, the Autarch—the supernatural demiurge whose war against the Creator ended the Golden Age of Man and plunged the kingdoms of the world into anarchy. 

The Second Empire represented the end of that anarchy. 

Which was why the Autarch would stop at nothing to destroy it. 

Jol knew the Seven better than most men. When he was still a young man in the Expeditionary Force, he’d been sent on an exploratory mission to some ancient ruins from the pre-Autarch days, in search of an artifact the Force believed might help the war to the north. There, Jol had an encounter that had been blown out of his mind for the better part of a decade. He’d spoken to one of the Seven, the creature his familiar Envy called The Lord of Bitterness, and now he was connected to the fiend in ways he didn’t fully understand. Of the three men sent to the ruins, only Jol made it back. No one had asked him about the monster, and it wouldn’t have done any good if they had—by the time he wandered back into camp, dazed and covered in blood, Jol had no memory of anything that had happened. 

It all came rushing back when he saw Kishinori’s portal. That brief moment of contact with one of the Autarch’s lieutenants freed Jol’s memories from the prison of his mind, allowing him to remember being touched by the exact opposite of divinity. He and Aeronwen were still trying to understand what it all meant, but one thing was clear. The war between the Second Empire and the Heathen North was merely one part of a much larger, much darker conflict. 

Dean Dirk agreed with all of this. Which was why their new ‘secret project’ was to learn not about Jol’s magic, but about his connection with the Autarch. 


“We’re working on it,” Aeronwen assured the Dean. “It’s been difficult to focus with everything that’s been going on lately. There’s very little information about the Seven in the Lyceum’s libraries. Even less about the—” 

The Dean held up a hand. “Do me a favor and don’t speak that name here, Aeronwen. You’d be better off not even saying it in private.” 

Jol was already shaking his head. “He’s just a man,” he insisted, tightening his grip on Jessamyn’s thigh. “Isn’t that what your own magical experiments discovered?” 

Dean Dirk looked like he didn’t appreciate the reminder. The truth about the Autarch and the Creator was a closely guarded secret, only known by a few high-ranking members of the government and a somewhat larger number of privileged instructors and administrators at the Lyceum. If it became public knowledge that the enemy they fought had once beaten the God-in-flesh at his own game, it might undermine the people’s confidence in the righteousness of their cause. 

Jessamyn had no idea what Jol was talking about. “Huh?” she blurted, looking around. 

“It’s not important,” Jol said, shaking his head. He shouldn’t have mentioned it in front of her. “We won’t let you down, Dean Dirk. But we’re going to need time. Even the Expeditionary Force didn’t achieve their objectives in a single day.” 

The Dean coughed noncommittally. “The Second Empire’s greatest enemy got within a stone’s throw of the heart of the imperial capital,” he said, putting a hand over the top of his coffee. “One of those beasts nearly walked through a portal into a lecture hall in the middle of the Lyceum. There’s no way those bastards don’t try it again. And soon.” 


A flash of motion in the corner of Jol’s eye made him turn. A pale woman with long, dark hair stood an arm’s length away from the cot, peering down at Jessamyn with sadness in her eyes. For a moment, a casual observer could have mistaken her for an ordinary human—until they saw the darkness that swirled around her like a bride’s veil, or the short but sharp horns pushing from beneath her mop of black hair. Jol’s familiar had entered the room, though none but Jol himself could see her. 

What are you doing? Jol mouthed. 

Envy didn’t respond. 

Jol didn’t dare risk actually asking the familiar a question. Only Jol could hear or see the creature, and of the other people in the room, only Aeronwen even knew Envy existed. The others would have thought him mad at best—a traitor to the Empire at worst. 

Consorting with demons? Strictly forbidden. 

Even if Envy was the real reason Jol had managed to resist Jessamyn’s psychomancy. The fact that the demoness was responsible for saving hundreds of lives during Kishinori’s lecture wouldn’t have mattered to a man like Dean Dirk—he’d still have thrown Jol in the dungeon and thrown away the key. 

“As soon as you get that girl settled, I want you back on the project,” Dean Dirk was saying gruffly. “You can bring her up to speed on the details if you want—it isn’t like I can stop you, if the girl’s going to be living under your roof. But the next time something from the Scourge tries to break through into our college, I want us to be ready…” 


“She’s doing better, Exalted One,” Envy whispered. The demoness ran the tips of her fingers through Jessamyn’s hair, and Jol thought he saw the ghost of a shiver travel through the co-ed’s body. “But something is still wrong.” 

Jol ignored that for the moment. Of course something was wrong: Jessamyn wasn’t safe, wasn’t back where she belonged. Any other concerns the demoness might have had, Jol tucked out of his head. 

“We will be,” Aeronwen assured the Dean. “We’ll do everything we can.” 

“Damn straight,” he replied. “I’ll make sure you have everything you need. The resources of the entire Lyceum will be at your disposal.” 

Envy paused in her study of Jessamyn’s face, giving a little start. “He’s lying,” the demoness hissed. “Don’t trust him.” 

Who? The Dean? 

Jol lifted his eyebrows. Surely Envy didn’t mean that. Dean Dirk wanted the Lyceum free from the Scourge and its minions more than any other man. 

But the demoness didn’t back down. “He’s not going to throw his full weight behind you,” Envy said, frowning deeply. She shook her head, as if her powers couldn’t quite make heads or tails of what was going on inside of the Lyceum’s leader. “He’s… he’s got other plans. I don’t know what they are, though.” 

Jol was certain he did. Plans within plans. It didn’t surprise him much. Doubtless the Dean had a back-up for if he and Aeronwen failed, followed by a back-up plan for when his back-up plan failed. It was just the way men like him were wired. 

“Dark times,” Envy muttered, sounding as if she were talking to herself rather than him. “Dark times for the campus. Dark times for the entire Empire…” 

Jol had little doubt of that. As much as the news spoke endlessly of the Second Empire’s victories in the heathen north, the war never seemed to progress towards a satisfactory ending. Something terrible bubbled beneath the surface of the conflict. 

For it wasn’t just that one of the Autarch’s lieutenants had nearly struck the heart of the empire. How did a raiding party of inhumi manage to make it all the way to the Eastern Reach to savage Jol’s home village? If the creatures could reach there without being detected, they could attack anywhere. 

And how did they spread such corruption that even the town’s priest turned into a servant of the Autarch…? 

Jol shook himself, dismissing these dark thoughts. Such worries were not for him—it was more than enough work to discover the secret of his magic and how it might be tied to the enemies the Second Empire fought. More than that was work for men of higher breeding than him. Men who were paid better for their service. 

As for him, the only reward he wanted was to crawl in bed with Aeronwen and Jessamyn. 


It looked as if things were finally trending in that direction. Dean Dirk’s long-winded diatribe was finally winding to a close. Though the man looked as if he wanted to complain a bit more about Jol’s unconventional romantic relationship, he knew by now that he had little chance of turning Jol or Aeronwen away from the path they’d chosen to take. 

In the end, the Dean even decided to give them a boon. 

“The rest of your classes have been canceled today,” he told Jol as he rose to leave. “Yours too, Lady Aeronwen.” 

Both of them stared at the man, stunned. 


It took quite a bit to get Dean Dirk to crack a smile, but that did it. “You can thank me later,” the man said, giving Aeronwen a nod. “It’s not as if the two of you were going to get any work done today. Go take a little time off. God-in-flesh knows you’ve earned it.”Aeronwen and Jol shared a look. With Aeronwen’s classes and Jol’s experiments for the afternoon canceled, they’d have the rest of the day to help Jessamyn get settled in her new digs. 

And the whole night. 

This was going to be wonderful. Jol couldn’t wait to show Jessamyn her new home. 
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The walk back to Aeronwen’s apartments passed in a haze. 

As they left the clinic, Tyssa informed Aeronwen that she had an urgent errand to attend to. Something about bedding and toiletries for Jessamyn’s part of the suite—Jol was too entranced by the gorgeous young woman in his arms to pay much attention to the servant’s explanations. Either way, Aeronwen dismissed her with a smile, letting her know they’d be waiting for her whenever she arrived. 

Hopefully they wouldn’t be making too much noise. 

Or perhaps they would. 

They were fortunate that classes were in session as they cut across the main square of campus. Few people were out and about, which meant that there were few eyes to gawk at the sight of Jol Rivers carrying a woman a decade his junior across the green with his hand on her ass. If any of them had thought to look to Lady Aeronwen for a dose of sanity, they were sadly disappointed—the woman radiated nothing but a fierce pride, striding beside her man while he carried Jessamyn like a champion bringing home his spoils from the battlefield. 

And in a way, Jol was. 

Aeronwen’s apartments were located in a simple but cozy building in the east-most corner of the Inner Island, with a view of the river and the main body of Keynes on the other side. The walk brought them near the drawbridge leading over the river, which functioned as the only point of access to the Inner Island for those who had business with the Lyceum, the Church, or the Parliament. The guards keeping watch snickered at the sight of Jol carrying Jessamyn Silverbrook in his arms, but Jol barely noticed. His mind was bent on their destination and what they’d do once they got there. 

From the way she squirmed in his arms, Jessamyn looked forward to getting alone with Jol and Aeronwen even more than the couple did. Freed from the presence of the imperial inquisitor and the Dean of the Lyceum, she could coo and sigh to her heart’s content as she guided Jol’s strong hands all over her body. Her inner slut had been set loose, and Jol could tell that being carried this way in public had the young woman more turned on than she’d ever been before. 

Perhaps it was the first time in her life that Jessamyn truly understood her own lusts. Jol was certain that somewhere in her mind, she understood that fooling around in the middle of the public square was risky, but the pulse of heat between her legs was too strong, too insistent for her to stop. As Jol glanced down into her face, the auburn-haired beauty giggled, burying her face against his chest and whimpering with pleasure like she’d been caught with her hand in the world’s most pleasant cookie jar. 

As they approached the apartments, the two of them were so loud that even Aeronwen noticed. “Save it for the bedroom, you two,” the mage instructor said with a smirk. “We’ll be there presently…” 

A part of Jol worried that someone might stop them in the halls, but none arose to bar their path as they made their way through the apartments. Aeronwen’s suite lay at the far end of the building’s east wing, a corner apartment with an enviable view of the river and the city beyond. Jol and Aeronwen had enjoyed that view on many an evening, often while one of them had their head between the other’s legs. Like all the suites, it was magically warded, preventing anyone not invited from coming inside. The enchantments also deadened the sound, which meant Jol and his women could be as loud as they wanted without risking upsetting their neighbors. 

Which was kind of a pity. A primal part of his brain got off on the idea of everyone in Keynes hearing Jessamyn Silverbrook scream his name. 

Though Tyssa had left them on an errand rather than accompany them to the apartment, it was clear once they stepped inside that the servant girl had been anything other than idle over the last few hours. All of Jessamyn’s personal effects from her dormitory were waiting in the living room, tied into a neat set of three parcels. The suite looked freshly cleaned, and the kitchen’s cabinets and shelves faintly bulged with foodstuffs. Ever since Tyssa came to live with them, the servant girl had insisted on cooking, and so they’d found little reason to ring the Lyceum proper for meals. The food Tyssa prepared tasted much better than the bland fare served to students, anyway. 

After carrying Jessamyn over the threshold, Jol gently put her down on the couch. She sighed and stretched, her breasts pushing against the fabric of her Lyceum-provided uniform as she got her first good look at her new home. 


“Wow,” Jessamyn said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Nice place!” 

“Thank you,” Aeronwen said. The mage instructor looked almost as happy as Jessamyn to be home at last. “We’re missing a few things you’ll need in the long term, blankets and toiletries and the like. But Tyssa will bring them along presently.” 

Jessamyn nodded. Those things weren’t that important to her at the moment. Later, they would be, but for now the sheer relief of having a locked door between her and the rest of the world was nearly too much to bear. 

“I can’t tell you two how much it means to me that you’d do this,” she said, looking from Jol to Aeronwen. “I know… I know I was kind of a bitch to you both, back when you first met me…” 

Aeronwen was already shaking her head. “Think nothing of it,” the mage instructor insisted. “Those were different times, Jessamyn. You came around.” 

She most certainly had. The gorgeous, lithe woman looked like she was in her element, curled up on Jol and Aeronwen’s couch like a cat. For a few moments he even dared to hope they’d get the party started right then and there. But then a look of worry flickered across Jessamyn’s face. 

”Listen,” she said, devouring Jol with her gaze. “I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks now. I know you have as well. But… well, would it be possible for you both to wait a few moments longer?” 

Jol and Aeronwen shared a look. 

”I’d just really like to take a shower,” Jessamyn added with a smile. 

Oh. Oh. Yes, that made perfect sense. Both Jol and Aeronwen relaxed. 

”Of course you can,” Aeronwen said. The mage instructor let her azure bag fall to the couch as she put an arm around the younger woman’s shoulders. “After everything you’ve been through, a good scrub is exactly what you need.” 

Jessamyn looked even more relieved than they’d been. “Wonderful. I’ve been rotting in that hospital bed for nigh on a week now. The last thing I want is to disgust the two of you when I finally do take my clothes off!” 

”Trust me,” Jol told her. “There’s no way you could do that.” 

While Aeronwen took Jessamyn to the bathroom and showed her how to use the big cast-iron tub, Jol poked around the kitchen and the pantry to see what Tyssa had brought from the Lyceum’s stockpiles. The cabinets were stacked with fresh fruits and vegetables, jams and jellies, along with fresh baked bread from the Inner Island’s bakeries. There was even a small stockpile of coffee, so that Jol and Aeronwen could fix their own brew in the morning without relying on a servant or a trip to the Lyceum’s cafeteria. 

He was still browsing when he heard the water kick on. A few moments later Aeronwen joined him in the kitchen, rubbing her hands together. 

“Jessamyn is bathing,” she said, her voice crackling with excitement. Up close, Jol could see that her palms were sweating and her face was flushed. “We’re really doing this, aren’t we, darling? We’re going have this girl live with us. As… as part of our relationship!” 


Jol thought there might be a last-minute interruption like this. A little part of his mind had been bracing for it. “That’s the idea,” he said, pulling the mage instructor to him. “That’s the idea.” 

He embraced Aeronwen, letting the shorter mage instructor place her head against his shoulder. She relaxed a little, but her body still felt like a coiled up spring, full of tension waiting to be released. 

”I just… we talked about this so many times,” Aeronwen whispered. “It was a fantasy for so long—and then, suddenly, it became so much more. When I saw you and Jessamyn at the lecture, after you closed that portal, I knew… I knew I wanted to watch you with her. I knew that it wasn’t just something I wanted to fantasize with you about in the bedroom.” 

The fist of ice that had been clenching Jol’s heart for the last few moments released. “So you do want this?” He asked, staring into Aeronwen’s eyes. 

She beamed up at him, then went on tiptoe and planted a kiss on his stubbled cheek. “Oh, darling,” Aeronwen purred, using that special tone that always made him melt inside. “You really still think all of this was your idea, don’t you?” 

“Sometimes,” he admitted with a smirk. “Usually, though, there’s a good woman to show me the error of my ways.” 

Aeronwen chuckled at that. “Yes, Jol Rivers. If you ever needed confirmation that what you and Jessamyn are going to do tonight isn’t merely condoned but welcomed, this is that confirmation.” She lifted herself to him and kissed him again. “I can’t wait to watch you fuck her.” 


The expletive was so shocking that Jol gasped—and his cock strained to life in his breeches. 

”And will watching be all you do?” he murmured, his hands going to Aeronwen’s hips. 

The mage instructor stared at him, nibbling on her bottom lip. “Tonight… tonight that’s all I want,” she whispered, though a heat burned in her eyes that told Jol the woman wanted to do so much more. “And perhaps to take a turn with you, if Jessamyn doesn’t drain you of all your energy like a succubus…” 

”I have a succubus already,” Jol blurted, reminding them both of his familiar. Fortunately Envy had decided to go somewhere else for the duration of this evening, otherwise things might have been awkward. He still remembered her coaxing him in the coach while Aeronwen used her mouth to… 

He shook his head. “And you will always, always, have a turn—“ 

”What turn?” 

Jol and Aeronwen started. Jessamyn stood in the doorway of the living room, wrapped in a plush white towel. Her hair was still faintly wet, but the rest of her body was dry and pink from the nearly scalding water. The towel ended at mid-thigh, so short that Jol could not help but stare. 

”We were just talking about you,” Aeronwen said, smirking. “Did you enjoy the bath?” 


Jessamyn looked at Aeronwen, her expression darkening. A spark shot between the women then, though Jol couldn’t have put words to the nameless emotion they shared. Considering what happened next, he would later decide they’d talked about this night in even greater detail than he’d anticipated, working out what they were going to do ahead of time. Both of them were playing naughty little roles. 

And in Jessamyn’s case, her role was for both Jol and Aeronwen’s benefit. 

“Shush,” Jessamyn hissed, silencing Aeronwen with a gesture. Before the mage instructor had time to recover, Jessamyn strode across the living room and threw her arms around Jol’s neck. 

The kiss she gave the man was far lustier than even Aeronwen’s. Her lips tasted like cinnamon. One long, lustrous leg rose against his thigh, rubbing him as her tongue slid into his mouth. 

Then the kiss was broken. “Come,” Jessamyn growled, taking Jol by the hand. “We’re going to the bedroom.” She gave Aeronwen a high, imperious look. “You may join us.” 

If it had been any other place, any other time, and any other person, Aeronwen would have turned Jessamyn into a toad for certain. Instead, the mage instructor gave her a bow so deep that for a moment she resembled a courtier pledging fealty to their liege. 

”Thank you,” Aeronwen murmured. “I’m honored that you would allow me to watch…” 

With a little giggle, Jessamyn winked at Jol. “This is going to be fun,” she purred. “Come along, hunk. I’m washed and ready for you.” 


The bedroom had been prepared ahead of time. Tyssa’s attention to detail was strong; the room looked as clean and tidy as it had been when Aeronwen first moved in. The bed was on the small side, as the suite had originally had only a single occupant, but still wide enough for all three of them to lie down in so long as they didn’t mind snuggling up close. 

Jol doubted either of them would mind. 

Jessamyn led Jol to the bed then let go of his hand. “Lie down,” she commanded, a wicked smirk spreading across her face as she nibbled her bottom lip. “I have a surprise for you, Jol.” 

A surprise? Well, he certainly wanted that. 

Jol tore off his shirt and climbed into bed, sitting back against the headboard. With his body stripped to the waist, both women couldn’t tear their eyes away from the sight of his bare chest and his sleek muscles. Aeronwen in particular was so aroused that the poor woman seemed to be vibrating. 

“What’s my surprise?” Jol rasped. His voice came out so deep and commanding that Jessamyn gave a little jump. 

Then she recovered. “This,” Jessamyn whispered. 

And she let the towel fall. 

Jol’s eyes bulged out of his head as he got his first look at Jessamyn Silverbrook in the nude. Her body was supple and athletic, her breasts so perky that they seemed to have a portion of her haughty manner as they mocked gravity itself. Her long, sultry legs kicked the towel, sending it to a corner of the room. 

But it wasn’t Jessamyn’s breasts that captured Jol’s attention. 

In readying herself for him, Jessamyn had shaved. Had shaved everything. Her mound was as bare as an eggshell, the shining slit of her pussy clearly visible and glistening with juice. Jol had heard of women who went completely hairless down there, but he’d never been blessed with the present of a bare pussy to fuck. Even Aeronwen merely trimmed herself, leaving a narrow band of hair over her slit. 

“Fuck,” Jol groaned. His cock swelled and stiffened, bulging from his breeches. He made no effort to hide how turned on the sight of Jessamyn’s naked body and hairless pussy made him. “Goddamn, girl, you look good enough to eat…” 

Jessamyn’s face lit up. “Good. Because that’s your present.” 

As he stared, amazed, Jessamyn climbed into bed and mounted him. She put her hands on the wall over the headboard, straddling Jol’s face as she lowered her bare, dripping snatch to his mouth. 

She’s going to sit on me, Jol realized, a caveman growl leaving his throat. Something about the idea excited him so much he could barely stand it… 

As Jessamyn pressed herself against him, Jol took the initiative. He grabbed her round ass, squeezing and separating her cheeks as he ground her dripping slit against his face. Jessamyn cried out, one hand clinging to the headboard and the other tangling in Jol’s hair as she rode him. 

He slid his tongue into her channel, tasting her juices. Jessamyn’s secret places were as sweet as honey, and every lap of his tongue made her writhe and moan and make the most exquisite sounds. Jol was once again torn between being glad the apartment was soundproof and wishing that it wasn’t! 

“I had no idea you were so good at this, hunk!” Jessamyn panted, rocking her hips back and forth. “If I’d known you could do that with your mouth, I’d have been riding you in the classroom the first time we met…!” 

Jol grinned. He pulled back, teasing the nub at the apex of Jessamyn’s sex with the tip of his tongue as he slid two fingers inside of her. What he found made him groan and spurt pre-cum against the fabric of his breeches. Jessamyn’s channel was so snug and tight that his fingers could barely fit inside of her. She was as warm as a fire on a frostbitten night and twice as welcome. 

If she could make his fingers feel like that, imagining what her hot little pocket could do to his cock made Jol want to explode right then and there. 

The room filled with wet slurping sounds as Jessamyn rode Jol’s face. Her gasps reached a fever pitch, and as her clit throbbed and pulsed, Jol became conscious of another sound pushing in against the backdrop of their lovemaking. 

Aeronwen. 

“God-in-flesh,” she was whimpering. “Eat her out, darling. Taste that tight little pussy before you ram yourself inside of her and make her your bitch!” 

Jessamyn grinned, tugging on Jol’s hair as he lapped at her pussy like a bowl of ice cream. “Yeah, you like that?” she taunted, watching Aeronwen over her shoulder. “You like seeing your man eat my tight little pussy?” 


Aeronwen was crouched like a gargoyle in one of the chairs on the opposite side of the room. She nodded, a whine of pure lust and frustration escaping her throat. 

She wanted to do more. Everyone in the room knew it, even if Aeronwen had promised herself she wouldn’t. The woman was just looking for permission to allow her inner slut off of the leash. 

And Jessamyn was about to give it to her. 

“Get over here,” the brat snarked, snapping her fingers like Aeronwen was a servant rather than the woman at whose pleasure she lived beneath this roof. “I can see Jol’s hard cock straining to get out of those breeches, tramp. Undress him and give him something warm to sink that prick into, so he’s nice and ready when it’s time to fuck me!” 

For a moment, Jol thought the spell might break. This fantasy had gone further than either of them had ever anticipated—it was reality, for Jol was worshiping Jessamyn’s pussy with his fingers and tongue while Aeronwen watched and tried to control her lusts. But power was power. Aeronwen had all of the authority in this situation, and Jessamyn had none. For a mere student to command an instructor of the Lyceum like a pimp giving instructions to a whore was too much. It was beyond the pale— 

Suddenly Jol felt weight at the foot of the bed. Aeronwen had just joined them. 

“Darling,” the mage instructor whimpered, her fingers tugging at the laces of Jol’s pants. “Gods, I’ve never seen you this hard before!” 


“A twenty-year old’s pussy will do that to a guy,” Jessamyn said, her head rocking back on her shoulders as she ground herself against Jol’s face. “Use that mouth on him, slut. Go fast, because I’m going to cum soon… and when I do, I want to ride that dick!” 

With a groan like she’d never been more turned on in her whole life, Aeronwen literally ripped Jol’s pants off. A surprised noise left the blacksmith as he lapped up Jessamyn’s juices, stabbing two fingers against that special spongy spot deep inside of her channel. He’d barely had time to react when Aeronwen opened wide and swallowed him down, bobbing up and down on his erect dick like a cork. 

The relief was incredible. The pleasure was so great that Jol nearly forgot what he was doing. 

Jessamyn’s moans rose higher and higher. She was screaming like she had an audience, filling the bedroom with wet slapping sounds as her thighs ground against Jol’s face harder and harder. His tongue was filling her now, touching spots the boys in the Lyceum could never have reached—making Jessamyn feel things that only an experienced man could bring out of her. Suddenly she began to shudder, her legs losing their strength, and only Jol’s hands going to her ass kept her upright and against him. 

Jessamyn’s orgasm hit her like a bolt of lightning. Every muscle in the young woman’s body tensed, though none tensed quite as much as her inner walls did around Jol’s tongue. Her pussy clenched like a fist as it boiled over, releasing a flood of juice that made Jol groan with satisfaction even as the sexy slut in his arms writhed and panted and sobbed with relief. 

After being in the hospital for so long, it had to feel amazing for Jessamyn to just let go—to know she was somewhere safe that she could indulge her deepest, most forbidden desires. 

As she came down from her peak, Aeronwen’s slurps slowed down around Jol’s prick. The mage instructor pulled off of him and covered his manhood with kisses, licking that special spot along the underside of his crown as Jessamyn rode out the aftershocks of her bliss in Jol’s arms. Intrigued, Jol slid Jessamyn to the side just enough that he could check on his woman. 

What he saw nearly made him explode all over Aeronwen’s face. 

The beautiful older woman was naked, save for the pair of panties she’d had on beneath her azure robe. Her brown eyes were filled with a lust and devotion that made Jol’s heart skip a beat—even lying together in the Black Hand Tavern, when they’d first confessed their feelings for each other, Jol had never seen the woman like this. 

Many women would have considered watching their man taste another woman’s pussy hell. But as he looked into Aeronwen’s eyes, he realized the woman must truly be in heaven. 

Aeronwen made her lips go pop around Jol’s crown, then rocked back onto her ass. “He’s ready,” she purred, running a finger down Jol’s dripping manhood. “God-in-flesh, I can’t believe I’m going to watch him fuck you. He’s going to cum inside of you, Jessamyn…” 

“He’d better,”Jessamyn giggled, sliding down Jol’s body. “After all the teasing we’ve given him, he’d better shoot buckets. I want to be dripping with that load for the rest of the night!” 

Jol kissed Jessamyn, letting her taste her own juices. “You will,” he promised, delivering a stinging slap to her ass. “Now ride me!” 

It was exactly what Jessamyn wanted to hear. 

With a groan, she impaled herself on Jol’s cock, spearing her pussy all the way down to his balls. Her walls gripped him like a fist, so snug that his manhood threw sparks as the crown of his cock hammered her back walls. Jessamyn was tighter than tight, so much so that a part of him wondered if he was the first man who’d ever managed to get this far with the beautiful student. She hadn’t winced at the breaking of her maidenhead, but there were spells the Lyceum girls could do to get rid of those anyway. 

Jessamyn certainly looked like she’d never taken a dick before. As Jol’s cock bottomed out inside of her, she arched her back and sobbed with pleasure. Only the whites of her eyes showed, and her tits bounced up and down as ragged gasps of bliss escaped her throat. 

“Oh… oh fuck!” Jessamyn groaned. “It’s all the way inside me!” 

Jol reached up and cupped the woman’s chin. Jessamyn took his thumb and drew it into her mouth, sucking in lasciviously as she rolled her hips in a slow, teasing circle. Every tiny throb and pulse of his cock made her groan, her whole body shivering with bliss. One orgasm had done nothing to quench the fire between Jessamyn Silverbrook’s legs. Jol surmised nothing would until he’d fucked the lucky girl senseless. 

Good thing he was ready to do just that. 

He thrust upward, and Jessamyn nearly came apart. The pleasure was too much for the girl to contain; she squealed at the top of her lungs, her thighs tensing as she came almost to the edge of bliss. 

Jessamyn leaned down and kissed him desperately. “You’re so big,” she managed to pant between kisses. “Fuck, you’re stretching me out! You’re gonna make me cum and you haven’t even started fucking me yet…!” 

Hands cupped Jessamyn’s tits from behind. 

When Jol looked, Aeronwen knelt behind Jessamyn, pressing her bare breasts against the student’s back. Just a few moments ago the mage instructor had looked about as submissive as it was possible for a woman to be, but now Aeronwen was back in her element. She planted a trail of kisses along Jessamyn’s cheek and neck as she rubbed Jessamyn’s breasts, her thumbs making the younger woman’s nipples as hard as diamonds. The sight was so hot that Jol could hardly believe it was real. 

“You can take it,” Aerowen chuckled, her lips against Jessamyn’s ear. “You’re going to be a good girl and take that cock now, Jessamyn. You’re going to let Jol fuck you as hard and as deep as he wants, until every last drop of cum that’s inside of his balls is inside of you. You understand?” 

Jessamyn’s eyes rolled in their sockets, giving her an appearance that was almost crazed. “I… I haven’t renewed my binding spell,” she panted, her words slurred slightly from the way she worked her tongue around Jol’s thumb. “I’m not safe…” 

Jol’s brows rose. Behind Jessamyn, Aeronwen swore softly. 

“I’ve been a bad girl,” Jessamyn cooed, rolling her hips deeper and more eagerly against Jol. “I’m so sorry. Fuck, it must be killing you to be bare inside of me and know, hunk…” 

Binding spells were integral to the social cohesion of the Lyceum. Without them, half the women who came to Keynes to learn the ways of magic would have had to leave early—either that, or give their babies to the state to be raised during the rest of their education. Even with the quality of the Lyceum’s orphanages, few young women could choose such a fate. 

Jessamyn must have forgotten to renew hers while she was in the hospital. 

Jol really needed to pull out of Jessamyn. It wasn’t safe for him to continue fucking her like this—even if they were cautious, it was possible he could lose control and shoot inside of her. 

And yet… 

Aeronwen’s fingers gripped Jessamyn’s shoulders. No one was going anywhere. 

“It’s alright,” the mage instructor whispered, her eyes shining like stars. “Don’t worry about it.” 

Jessamyn tensed. She wanted to continue, he knew—more than anything, Jessamyn wanted to get fucked deep and hard without thinking of the consequences. And Jol didn’t just want relief; he needed it. But would they really continue? 

All of this was crazy. Just bringing Jessamyn into her bed was the act of a madwoman. 


So what was a little more craziness? 

“Whatever happens, we’ll take care of it,” Aeronwen said soothingly. “Probably nothing will happen at all. But if Jol’s seed does quicken inside of you…” 

Jol could hardly believe his eyes. Aeronwen looked turned on by the possibility. 

“Then you won’t have to leave,” Aeronwen finished. “You have a place to live. And you have a woman who’ll help you every step of the way.” 

Jessamyn looked almost as shocked as Jol. “You mean it?” 

Aeronwen gave Jessamyn a smirk—then kissed her, full on the lips. It was so shocking that Jol gasped even louder than Jessamyn. 

“Jessamyn Silverbrook,” Aeronwen said, for a moment sounding like the authoritative woman who practically ruled the Imperial Lyceum. “If you don’t give my man every inch of your pussy and let him come inside of you, I will turn both of you into toads!” 

Jessamyn and Jol shared a look. Jol grinned. 

“You’d better listen to her,” he said, thrusting himself gently against Jessamyn’s sweetest ache. “She can do it, you know.” 

“So unless you fancy spending the rest of your lives paddling around a swamp, I suggest you start giving into your natures and fuck,” Aeronwen said, spitting out the final word with anarchic glee. “Fuck her hard, baby. I want to see it.” 

Aeronwen was going to get her wish. 

Digging his fingers into Jessamyn’s hips for leverage, Jol upthrust hard into her heavenly tightness. The first thrust nearly shattered Jessamyn like a plate glass window; only Aeronwen’s embrace kept Jessamyn from hopping off of him and screaming with delight. 


Aeronwen kept on embracing Jessamyn, whispering sweet words into her ear as she and Jol fucked. He wished he could hear what she was saying, but he knew that if he could, it would only make him more likely to explode inside Jessamyn without fully enjoying everything she had to offer. 

Not coming in thirty seconds was already the greatest struggle of his life. 

The sight of Jessamyn and Aeronwen together was the hottest thing Jol had ever seen. He and Jessamyn fucked like bunnies, her hips slamming down on him so hard it was like she was trying to snap the bed beneath them to splinters. In response, Jol grabbed a handful of Jessamyn’s long hair and tugged it, pulling her to him for a kiss. 

“You’re fucking me sooo good!” Jessamyn groaned, breaking the kiss. “Fuck, I’m already about to cum again, hunk! Fuck, I’m gonna cum all over that big dick…!” 

A moment later, Jessamyn made good on her threat. Everything between her legs got even wetter and tighter as she crashed through the point of no return, losing herself all over Jol’s manhood. A flood of juice dripped from her tight slit, coating Jol’s shaft and his balls as he thrust like a piston inside of her. Aeronwen groaned with bliss as Jessamyn shook and squealed and sobbed on his cock, her hands hugging Jessamyn tightly as she rode out her aftershocks. 

“We want you to cum,” Aeronwen insisted. Her voice was gentle but insistent, cutting through the din of flesh-on-flesh in Jol’s ears and the surge of blood in his skull. “Fill her up, darling. Let go and shoot your load deep inside of Jessamyn…” 

“Yeah, please!” Jessamyn’s voice shot up an octave, taking on bratty tones Jol had no idea Jessamyn was capable of. “Fuck me, hunk, fuck me! I want you to shoot…!” 

Jol grit his teeth. He squeezed Jessamyn’s ass hard enough to bruise. 

One more hard thrust, and the world dissolved, shrinking to that perfect point of contact between Jol’s cock and Jessamyn’s pussy. Fireworks exploded behind Jol’s eyes as he jerked and shot, erupting between Jessamyn’s fertile walls like a volcano. Thick, hot ropes of cum sprayed from his cock, his balls draining directly into her womb as he emptied himself inside of her. 

The pleasure went on and on for what felt like hours. By the time Jol Rivers came back to himself, he didn’t just feel like a new man but a totally different kind of human being. The woman riding him and the one embracing her were both giggling, kissing, running their hands over each other’s bodies as he came down from his peak. It was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. 

“Welcome to the relationship,” Aeronwen purred to Jessamyn. She looked upon Jessamyn almost as a daughter now—or perhaps a younger sister, if the age gap between the pair weren’t large enough for the former. “I’m so happy you and Jol are playing so well together…” 

The next thing Jol knew, the three of them were under the blankets. Aeronwen lay in Jol’s arms, kissing him with a deep, passionate emotion that he’d almost never seen before, while Jessamyn hugged him from behind and watched. 

Tears streamed down Aeronwen’s face. Jol was alarmed, but when the mage instructor saw the look on his face she laughed. 

“I’m alright,” she said, nibbling on his bottom lip as she kissed him fiercely. “It was wonderful watching you lose yourself with another woman, darling. You really don’t have anything to worry about.” 

Hearing that was almost too much to hope for. Jol’s hand strayed to Aeronwen’s lower back. “You’re certain…?” 

Aeronwen gave the pair a smirk that wouldn’t have looked out of place in one of the Lyceum’s classrooms. “Of course I am. Would I lie to you?” 

No. No, Aeronwen would not. 

“There was no way for me to truly know how much I would enjoy this until I did it,” the mage instructor continued. “If it had been some random bar floozy, or a servant we bribed, then I don’t know…” she shook herself. “But it’s Jessamyn. Jol, I already love this girl. And although she hasn’t said it, I can see in her eyes that she loves you.” 

“He’s quite loveable,” Jessamyn purred just behind Jol’s ear. “Especially with that big cock of his…” 

It seemed impossible—too good to be true. But Jol Rivers was in bed with two women, and both of them were… were somehow alright with sharing him. 


It was a thing of kings and sultans, not blacksmiths and old soldiers. For men like him, having two women in his bed at the same time was a fantasy they paid dearly to experience for a single night, before leaving in the morning and returning to the real world. 

Yet somehow, he’d won the hearts of Aeronwen and Jessamyn alike, binding them to him in ways he already felt in his bones were deeper than the bonds between a man and his wife. He knew things between them would never be the same—and that the two of them would always be as devoted to him, and each other, just as much as they were at that magical moment. 

He pulled Jessamyn to him on one side and let Aeronwen snuggle up against him on the other. A pleasant ache filled his limbs, and he sighed. Just having both of them next to him felt incredible. 

Jessamyn sighed and stretched, as contented as a cat who’d just licked up a bowl full of cream. Considering what she had just been doing, perhaps the comparison was apt. 

“So, tell me,” Jessamyn purred, gently raking Jol’s chest with her nails as she spoke. “What’s this new secret mission the Dean’s got you and Aeronwen working on?” 

“Don’t tell her,” Aeronwen yawned. “She doesn’t deserve to know.” 

The mage instructor had been the picture of submission just a few minutes ago. But now that the three of them lay in bed together, satisfied, she was back to her old self again—and in no mood to let Jessamyn get away with her old tricks. 

Aeronwen grinned, and Jol grinned too. Jessamyn tugged on Jol’s chest hair, her smile almost predatory. “You’re mouthy for a woman who had her face buried in my man’s lap a few minutes ago,” she teased. 

“He’s my man, too,” Aeronwen said. “And don’t you forget it.” 

Another one of those strange sparks flew between the two women. Jol watched them both relax as one, coming to a common understanding via methods unfathomable to the male mind. Instantly he knew that though the two of them might tease each other, and even occasionally seem to fight over his affections, all of this was merely a game the two of them played to make their lovemaking even hotter. Both of them were fully committed to him—and to sharing him. 

He decided it was time to let Jessamyn in on the secret. “The Dean’s given us a new project,” he told her, putting an arm over her shoulder as he spoke. “It involves the security of the school…” 

Aeronwen and Jessamyn lay beside Jol as he told the young woman everything. Occasionally Aeronwen interjected, adding this or that bit of context to Jol’s words, but mostly she just let her man speak. By the end of it, Jessamyn looked intrigued—and more than a little intimidated. 

“You want to know about the Seven?” she whispered. Even here, in a soundproof chamber, mentioning their ancient enemies sent a little frisson of energy down her spine. “About the Lord of Bitterness and the Autarch?” 

Jol nodded. “That’s the idea.” 

Suddenly Jessamyn yawned. “Oh, I can definitely help you with that!” 

Hmm? Jol and Aeronwen shared a look. What was Jessamyn implying? 

“You know something about them that we don’t?” Aeronwen asked. 

“Not specifically,” Jessamyn replied, choosing her words carefully. “But if you want to know all you can learn about a topic, there’s really only one place you can go. The Lyceum’s library.” 

Next to Jol, Aeronwen relaxed. “We’ve already searched the library,” the mage instructor insisted. “There’s nothing there to be found about this demon Jol encountered as a teenager. And certainly nothing that would help us defeat the Seven…” 

Aeronwen trailed off. As she’d been speaking, Jessamyn’s smile was getting wider. 

“Did you search the whole library?” she asked. “Or just the parts people know about?” 

Jol didn’t think he’d ever seen Aeronwen look so confused. “What do you mean?” 

Jessamyn peered at Jol from the hollow of his shoulder, her green eyes almost glowing in the dim light. “I’ll show you,” she promised them both. “Tomorrow night.” 

Aeronwen cleared her throat. “I’m one of the most senior instructors at the Lyceum,” she said, balancing her authority with her desire to treat Jessamyn with kid gloves. “If there was any hidden stockpile of tomes secreted away in the campus library, I would know about them…” 

Jessamyn winked. “Trust me on this. I’ll show you tomorrow, okay?” And she yawned explosively. “Right now, I need some sleep. Jol tired me out, and this bed feels sooo good…!” 

It occurred to Jol then just how long it must have been since Jessamyn had a proper bed. “Very well,” he said, planting a kiss on Jessamyn’s forehead. “Sleep well, girl. We’ll be here in the morning.” 

She squeezed him. “You’d better. I’m going to wake you up for another round.” 

“Not if I wake him up first,” Aeronwen said. “Good night, both of you.” 

A few seconds later, the lights were out. Jol heard Jessamyn nod off, then Aeronwen a few moments after. 

Sleep tugged at him. Yet he stared at the ceiling for a few moments, basking in his new circumstances. 

I, Jol Rivers thought, am the luckiest damned man in the world. 

Then he closed his eyes and went to sleep. 
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“I wish I could use my powers,” Jessamyn muttered. “If I had access to my psychomancy, this would be so much easier…” 

It was the next evening, and Jol, Aeronwen, and Jessamyn were sitting in the lobby of the Lyceum’s library. Out the large windows at the front of the room, the sun disappeared over the skyline of Keynes, bathing the imperial capital in darkness. Individual lamps sat at each long table, their enchanted flames casting a warm and somehow romantic glow over the proceedings. 

This close to closing time, most of the tables were unoccupied. Jol had been hoping he and his party could venture around the library incognito—but already he’d learned he was sadly mistaken. 

Which happened to be what Jessamyn was complaining about. 

“They won’t stop staring,” she said, keeping her eyes away from the nearest table. “Honestly, you’d think they were about to paint our portraits or something…” 

Jol cleared his throat. In the twenty-four hours since he’d brought Jessamyn home from the hospital and installed her in the mage instructor’s quarters, the news of his and Lady Aeronwen’s ‘unconventional’ relationship with Jessamyn had spread through the Lyceum like wildfire. Jol didn’t want to give Dean Dirk credit for anything, but it appeared he was right when he predicted the news was going to cause a stir. People stared wherever they went, making no effort to hide the way they gawked at the trio. It was only made worse by the fact of the tight choker around Jessamyn’s neck. The jewel in the hollow of her throat made it obvious to anyone who’d been told about the odalisque exactly what Miss Silverbrook’s new jewelry was really for. 

Jol, of course, got the lion’s share of the comments. The male half of the Lyceum appeared amused with the whole situation, if not more than a little jealous of Jol for bagging two of the campus’s hottest women without even appearing to try. What shocked Jol was how many women paid him subtle compliments around the school. Gwen in particular seemed over the moon thanks to this development, and she had all but begged to be invited over to Jol’s apartments sometime for ‘tea’. But there were other women as well who seemed overly interested in their ‘arrangement’—some of whom held positions of such authority at the Lyceum that the thought of them having a threesome was as foreign as the heathen north itself. 

There was no telling with some people, Jol had begun to realize. Some of the quietest girls on campus were secretly the kinkiest, while several of the most outspoken ones gave him and his women a wide berth. 

The two tables on opposite sides of Jol’s were both fully occupied, though no other tables in the lobby had a single person sitting at them. It couldn’t have been more obvious that the students were all spying on Jol — trying to figure out if the hero who’d saved the school from Kishinori had really bagged both the hottest teacher and the hottest student on the island. 

None of this would have really bothered Jol if he’d merely been there to read or study. But he, Aeronwen, and Jessamyn had work to do that night. Work which was going to be about a hundred times harder with a bloody entourage. 


“Maybe we could set a fire,” Aeronwen murmured. 

It was difficult to tell if the mage instructor was joking or not. 


"You serious?" Jol asked. 

"Just a little one," Aeronwen insisted, a smirk spreading across her face. "Nothing dangerous, just some smoke and a few flames. Get these annoying children off our backs." 

Jol was already shaking his head. The thought of mixing fire and books was unconscionable to him. Jol loved the written word the way most men loved swordplay or betting on the sports events at the Coliseum. Even if Aeronwen pledged to keep the fire from getting out of control, he'd never have risked burning down a library. 

In fact, he was planning on getting a library card at his earliest opportunity. 

"We need to do something," Jessamyn said, her eyes narrowing. "We're never going to be able to make it to the hidden section with these people following us." 

"That's assuming there is a hidden section," Aeronwen shot back. "You keep telling me there is, but I swear to you—I would know about it were that the case.” 

“It’s here,” Jessamyn insisted. “I’ll show it to you as soon as the building closes.” 

That time was fast approaching. Which was a problem for Jol, as it soon would be for both Aeronwen and Jessamyn. The mage instructor likely had enough authority to insist on remaining in the building after hours, especially with Jol acting as her ‘bodyguard’. Even with all the rumors that had spread across campus in the last twenty-four hours, Jol’s status as a hero was still assured, and there would be few in the Inner Island who’d want to risk his displeasure. Yet at the same time, stealth was necessary. 

While they were pondering it, a pair of figures approached their table. Jol glanced up at the motion, expecting another set of gawkers, but these were people he knew. It was David and his girlfriend Erika, two of the members of Jol’s campus ‘secret society’. 

In reality, the students were no Skull & Bones—merely the only people who’d befriended Jol prior to his magic becoming known and his deeds catapulting him to stardom among the Lyceum. But Jol didn’t forget who’d been at his side long before he became famous. 

“Jol!” David cried. The blonde lad lifted a hand in greeting and took a seat across from the trio after pulling out a chair for Erika to sit down. “Gods, man, I’m glad to see you! You’ve been a missing person since you walked out of Godfrey’s class yesterday morning!” 

A spike of unexpected shame filled Jol’s guts. “I wasn’t aware I was worrying you all,” he said, frowning. “I ran into Gwen earlier today. I should have assumed she’d tell you all I was alright…” 

The look David and Erika shared told Jol all he needed to know concerning how they felt about Gwen. Erika gave a little snicker, then folded her arms on the wooden table as she motioned for David to continue the conversation. 

“She doesn’t tell us much,” the lad said sheepishly. “Also, you know how she is. Gwen’s always been an incurable gossip.” 

“Meaning the story she told you about Jol was so crazy you didn’t believe her,” Jessamyn smirked. 

Erika perked up, her gaze straying to the choker around Jessamyn’s slender throat. “So the rumors are true,” the blonde whispered, looking amazed. 

Jessamyn must have misunderstood. She was instantly on the defensive, her hand going to Jol’s and giving it a squeeze that left no wiggle room in anyone’s understanding. “That’s right,” she said. “I’m with your friend now. Sexually.” 

Erika stared, her jaw dropping open. 

“I meant the odalisque,” the blonde student said, miming gripping her own throat. “I can’t believe the Lyceum would actually sanction cutting off a student from her own magic…!” 

“Oh.” Jessamyn gave the student a nonplussed look. “Yeah, well… I guess I won’t be killing all of you with a psychic bomb any time soon.” 

“We’ve heard all the stuff about you and Lady Aeronwen,” David said, concentrating on Jol. “Really, it’s none of our business.” 

Jol was glad to hear it. At least there was one couple at the Lyceum who still had some tact. 

“What is our business is what’s been going on around campus over the last twenty-four hours,” David continued, sharing a look with his girlfriend before turning back to Jol. “Have you heard about this?” 

Jol hadn’t. “What’s going on?” 

David swallowed hard. “Godfrey is gone.” 

All three of them on the opposite side of the table gave a start at the news, though none started harder than Aeronwen. “What?” the mage instructor hissed. “What do you mean?” 

“He’s disappeared,” Erika blurted, cutting off her boyfriend. “A few minutes after Tyssa came to take Jol to the hospital to visit Miss Silverbrook, he ended our lecture early. Said that he was going to head to the hospital himself to check on you both.” 

Ice filled the pit of Jol’s stomach. “He never made it,” he said. “We weren’t visited by Godfrey…” 

David and Erika both nodded gravely. “The authorities have been keeping it under their hat, but they haven’t found hide nor hair of the man since yesterday afternoon,” the lad explained. “Rumors about it have been flying back and forth across campus, of course. No one knows what the hell’s going on.” 

Of course there were rumors. Rumors that Jol likely would have heard already if his little section of the world wasn’t abuzz with news of his new relationship with Jessamyn. 

Aeronwen looked almost panicked by this new information. “We have to find him,” she said, her hand reaching out to squeeze Jol’s with more force than she likely intended. “Has anyone spoken to the guards at the bridge? Was Godfrey seen leaving the Inner Island?” 

Both David and Erika shook their heads. “They thought of that,” the young man explained. “No one saw Godfrey leave. Or at least no one will admit they did.” 


“He couldn’t have left the Inner Island, then,” Aeronwen surmised. “If he’d left for Keynes proper, then someone would have seen him pass through the gates. That means he’s still somewhere in the college.” 

Jol wasn’t so sure about that. There were any number of ways a man determined enough could give the Lyceum a slip without anyone noticing. It could be as simple as diving into the Helt and swimming for it, though the current was often strong enough to drag a man down before he could make it to the other side. And a body dumped into the water didn’t need to swim… 

Jol shook his head, clearing it. No, that was ridiculous. Who had a reason to kill Godfrey, of all people? None would have harmed the man. Not without a reason. 

“Jol?” 

Aeronwen’s voice brought Jol back to his senses. He’d been in the midst of a reverie, and now everyone was staring at him. He shrugged off his thoughts, coming back to the present moment. 

“Yes?” he asked. 

Aeronwen lowered her voice, keenly aware of the students a table over who were watching their every move. “I was saying, you don’t think you could ask your friend about Godfrey’s disappearance, do you?” The older woman wiggled her eyebrows, as if to impart some hidden knowledge. “Perhaps she might know a little bit more. She often has eyes in places where none of us see, after all.” 

His friend. Yes. Aeronwen meant Envy, the demoness who’d sworn herself to Jol as his familiar. 


Jessamyn now knew that Envy existed, but from the look on her face as Aeronwen explained her idea, it was clear she didn’t truly believe that there was an invisible demon woman following her new boyfriend around. Her eyes narrowed as she listened to Aeronwen, and when she was done, Jessamyn gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head. 

Jol ignored it. “I… I just might,” he said, frowning. “I can get in touch with her after we’re done in the library.” 

Aeronwen let out a little scoff. “Clearly that’s just been moved to the back burner,” the mage instructor said, looking a little surprised that Jol hadn’t already come to the same conclusion. “One of our friends is in trouble, darling. We have to find Godfrey before something happens to the man!” 

Privately, Jol believed that either something had already happened to Godfrey or it wasn’t going to happen at all. Almost certainly, if the man had been missing for nearly a full day by now. But he kept his mouth closed on that score. 

“Very well,” Jol said, thinking. “I suppose I can tackle that first. All I need is a room where I can be alone for a few minutes.” It would be a simple enough thing to get Envy’s attention; the demoness had always come when Jol called previously. 

“Bathrooms,” David said, snapping his fingers. “I can be the lookout.” 

“Wait,” Erika blurted. “What are you all trying to do in the library?” 

Aeronwen and Jessamyn shared a look. How much to involve Jol’s other friend group was an open question among them. If Jol had his way, David, Erika, Gwen, and Junji would know everything that his women did. But he understood the need for a little secrecy. 


“I’ll… I’ll fill you in while Jol is away,” Aeronwen said, glancing around the lobby. The students at other tables suddenly busied themselves with heavy tomes and scrolls, unwilling to meet the mage instructor’s eye. “Jessamyn and I can—” 

Jessamyn was already rising from her seat. 

“Where are you going?” Aeronwen demanded. 

She gave Jol a smirk, then winked. “I’m going with them,” she said, nodding at Jol and David. 

Aeronwen’s jaw dropped open. “Jessamyn, people are watching you—” 

“I know,” the student chuckled. “That’s why I’m doing it. If they see Jol run off with one of his male friends, these people will probably sneak into the bathrooms to try and spy on him. If I’m with him, though, none of them will bother him. They won’t have the balls to try and watch what they think we’re doing.” 

It sounded counterintuitive to Jol. Wouldn’t the students want to watch that even more? 

Yet Jessamyn was right. As soon as she took her place besides Jol, every student who’d been interested in them a few moments before suddenly couldn’t get enough of looking the other way. It seemed improbable, but bringing Jessamyn with him to a quiet part of the library seemed like it would decrease his risk of getting into trouble, rather than increasing it. 

What a world, Jol thought, sliding an arm around Jessamyn’s slender waist. “Alright, let’s go.” 


Aeronwen and Erika watched the trio head towards the rear of the library, ignoring the eyes of the student body on their backs. It was hard to tell which of them looked more worried. 
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“This is going to be… a little strange,” Jol admitted as he glanced around the room. “Despite what it might look like, I promise I haven’t taken leave of my wits. Just bear with me, alright?” 

David and Jessamyn both nodded. The men’s room of the Lyceum’s library was unoccupied besides the three of them, David having kicked out the one lad who’d been smoking in a rear stall. The room smelled like cloves and sandalwood, probably as the result of some magical enchantment designed to mask the odors involved with nature’s call. The room was clean enough to eat in, though Jol wouldn’t have tried it. 

David stood before the door, guarding it against anyone who tried to enter. Jessamyn lounged against the row of sinks, her short skirt riding criminally high on the reflection of her ass in the mirror. Both of them appeared to be waiting for something—something they weren’t sure was going to happen. 

Jol was about to talk to his friend. 

He’d warned them both on the walk over. David took it better than Jessamyn, despite the psychomancer already knowing that Jol had a familiar demoness following him around. David had been shocked, but he quickly recovered, trusting in Jol Rivers to do the right thing even when demons were involved. 

Jessamyn still didn’t believe him, he could tell. 

Hopefully no one would interrupt them for however long it took him to speak with Envy. Given his choice, Jol would rather have gone back to the apartments and tried to summon the demoness there. Any risk of detection carried grave consequences—consequences that made the effects of his throuple with Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook look tame by comparison. There’d be far more than just rumors if he was spotted with a milk-skinned demon at his beck and call. 


Jol cleared his throat. He could worry about all that later. Godfrey was in trouble now. 

“Envy?” he asked, looking around the room. “Envy, I need to speak with you…” 

For long moments, nothing happened. David looked around as if he expected the demoness to appear in a puff of smoke, while Jessamyn made a show of yawning. 

“Perhaps your personal demon has a phobia of men’s restrooms,” Jessamyn drawled. “Lord knows I wouldn’t want to be caught in one if I didn’t have you by my side—” 

One of the stall doors slammed open. 

Jol jumped. Envy stepped out of the same stall where the miscreant lad had been smoking just a few minutes ago, a wicked grin plastered on her face. In the harsh lights of the restroom her milk-pale skin looked ghostly, and the wispy, diaphanous robe clinging to her curves did nothing to ease the impression in Jol’s mind that he was watching a ghost. 

“God-in-flesh, you scared me,” he grunted. “Why did you have to do that?” 

Envy sashayed across the bathroom, ignoring his companions. “My apologies, Exalted One,” the demoness said, inclining her head. “It was very difficult for me to reach you here. I was far away, tracking events in the frozen north. When you called me, I was quite busy…” 


“Um, Jol?” 

Jol turned. David was staring at him like he’d just grown a second head. 

“Who are you talking to?” 

Huh? “I know you can’t see her,” Jol said, a spike of frustration exploding in his guts. “But surely you saw her open the stall door!” 

“Which stall?” Jessamyn asked sweetly. 

Jol glanced over the demoness’s shoulder. The stall she’d just entered the room from was closed, as still as if it hadn’t been opened for hours. With a bitter realization, Jol knew Envy had just played a little joke on him. 

“Never mind,” he said, waving David and Jessamyn to silence. “I need to speak with you, Envy.” 

“Of course, Exalted One,” the demoness said, suddenly all business. “I’m surprised you’re letting outsiders witness this. Are you planning to touch me at long last, so I can truly aid you?” 

Jol shook his head. “You know I can’t do that.” 

“Do what?” Jessamyn asked. The girl looked worried, and a little bit less like this was all a joke. But Jol didn’t have time to reassure her. Every moment he spent standing here speaking with Envy was another in which they could potentially be discovered. 

Envy sighed. “Exalted One, it’s not as if I must remain visible always,” the demoness said, her hands on her hips. “Touching me merely fulfills the bond between us—it elevates it to the next level. It makes me real in a way I wasn’t before.” She took a step forward, her breasts thrust out invitingly before her. “Don’t you want me to be real, Exalted One?” 

If Jol didn’t already have two eager women in his bedchamber every night, he might have been tempted by the demon. Instead, he knew a trap for what it appeared to be. 

“Godfrey is missing,” he told the demoness. “What do you know about it?” 

“This… this isn’t a joke, is it?” David asked from behind him. “Jessamyn, is he really talking to a demon?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine,” she whispered. “Five minutes ago, I would have told you this was a prank and Jol intended to bend me over in one of these stalls. Now I’m not so sure…” 

David’s cheeks turned red. “I’m glad that wasn’t the case,” he grunted. 

Envy paid the pair no heed. “The white-haired one? Aeronwen’s friend?” 

The demoness sounded surprised. That wasn’t a good sign. 

“Yes,” Jol said, making his voice firmer. Aeronwen and Jessamyn both responded well to his commanding nature—perhaps the demoness would, as well. “He left class early yesterday morning and hasn’t been seen since.” 

Envy let out a long, low hum. “Bad times at the Lyceum,” she whispered, sounding as if she were speaking to herself. “Dark times indeed…” 

“I don’t need to know about how dark our future is,” Jol snapped. “I need aid in the present, Envy.” 


Someone tried the door to the bathroom. It shook on its hinges, the knob turning without success, and a voice called out from the other side in muffled irritation. David gave a start, then turned towards it. 

“Let me handle this,” he said. “Jessamyn, you… you make sure he doesn’t get into trouble, okay?” 

She nodded. “I’ll keep an eye on him,” she said. She no longer sounded like she was joking. 

As David stepped outside, closing the door behind him, Envy closed her eyes and began to concentrate. Jol had seen this before—it was something the demoness did when she exercised her powers, allowing her to see much farther and with more clarity than the eyes in her head. She was searching for Godfrey, he knew, and he hoped she could find him quickly. 

“The white-haired man…” Envy whispered, her eyelashes fluttering. “Where could he be…” 

Raised voices came from the other side of the bathroom door. Whoever was out there, he or she didn’t sound satisfied with David’s explanations. In a few moments, someone was likely going to be trying to break down the bloody door. He needed to wrap this up quickly. 

“Listen,” Jol said, waving his hand before the demoness’s face. “Let’s finish this in a little while, back at Aeronwen’s apartments. You can search for Godfrey then—” 

The demoness’s eyes snapped open. 

“I see him!” Envy’s face filled with wonder and horror. “I can see him! He’s tied up… he’s in some kind of a basement—” 


The door slammed open, so hard that it nearly tore from its hinges. A tall woman with glasses and an overcoat stood in the doorway, with David just behind her waving his arms. 

“I couldn’t stop her!” the blonde youth cried, waving in Jol’s direction. “She wouldn’t take no for an answer!” 

What the hell? 

The woman advanced into the room. “The library is closing!” she roared, sounding less like a human being than some kind of animal. “Get out!” 

Envy’s gaze cleared. “Exalted One?” The demoness’s brows furrowed as she saw the intruder. “Oh shit!” 

The woman took another step into the bathroom. Even as she moved forward, Jol saw her body beginning to shift and change. She was taller than she’d been a moment ago, and another second caused her to gain three inches in height. Her skin shook like she was shivering, but her stance was clear. 

Jol didn’t hesitate. He dropped to one knee and drew a dagger from his boot, then rose and threw himself between the monster and Jessamyn. “Stay back!” Jol shouted at Jessamyn, trying to keep his eyes on her and the creature at the same time. “Get out as soon as you can!” 

“Fuck that!” Jessamyn grinned. “Prepare to die, you big bitch…” 

She lifted her hands. 

And nothing happened. 


The gem in the hollow of Jessamyn’s throat flashed, the magic she’d tried to conjure sputtering and dying before it could be formed. It wasn’t just Jessamyn’s psychomancy that was afflicted by the odalisque around her neck, it was all of her magic. With that choker around her throat, she couldn’t so much as light a candle. 

Jessamyn’s face fell. “No,” she whispered, the color draining from her face as she remembered. “No, get this thing off me—” 

“Closed!” the woman shrieked. 

Her face split in two like an overripe melon. Something dark and wriggling peered out from within, sending feelers from the wound. Jol was reminded of what the underside of a rock looked like when flipped over with a boot, and suddenly he tasted bile in the back of his throat. What the hell was this thing? 

The monster let out another heart-stopping shriek and charged. 

As soon as it moved, Jol had a realization that made his heart skip a beat. The creature didn’t run for Jol himself—it moved, in fact, like the tall, muscular man standing before it wasn’t a threat at all. Instead, the creature staggered forward, its limbs fluttering like strands of tissue paper as it raced for Jessamyn Silverbrook. 

The thing was here to kill her. He was just an inconvenient speed bump. 

As the monster charged, Jol threw himself into its path. He checked the tall woman with his shoulder, sending her staggering across the room and into one of the closed stall doors. Her head hit it so hard that the wood cracked, giving Jol the momentary hope that the creature might have been knocked unconscious. 

No such luck. 

Jessamyn screamed and ran for the door. “What the fuck?” she yelled, throwing herself behind Jol. “Babe, let’s get out of here—!” 

The monster was already up and coming at him. Jol stepped into its path. 

“Don’t worry about me,” he told Jessamyn. “Just get out of here, I’ll hold the thing back—” 

The monster struck. 

The woman’s fingers balled into a fist as she swung at the side of his head. Jol began a backwards jump, then stopped when he realized he was already outside of the creature’s range. Her arms couldn’t reach him from here. 

In the middle of the punch, a horrible tearing sound filled the bathroom. One of the bones in the creature’s arm gave with a sickening pop, and an entire forearm came flying straight at Jol’s head. 

He was so shocked that he only lifted his dagger to parry at the last second. His weapon managed to blunt the absolute worst of the force, but the creature’s blow still hit him like a wagon pulled by a half-dozen horses. 

Jol saw stars. The edges of his vision went black as he staggered backwards, stunned. 

“Get! Out!” the woman shrieked. Whatever part of the librarian was left inside of that monster screamed in horror, her broken face like a dropped children’s puzzle. “Please!” 

Jol couldn’t spare a moment to wonder if the poor woman was in there. He clenched his free hand and drew upon the magic within his soul. His ability to reflect magic wouldn’t do him any good now, but he was a mage. Several spells came to mind. Should he throw a bolt of fire at creature? Or would he be better off freezing her with a blast of ice? Maybe lightning would work better… 


Before he could make up his mind, a bolt of blue shot through the air right next to his head. A blast of ice struck the creature directly in the face, freezing over half of her features and making her look like the victim of a stroke. The monster staggered, angry but not stunned by the spell. 

Jol glanced over his shoulder. David stood in the doorway, his arm outstretched, motes of frost dancing over his fingers. Standing just behind him, pushing their way into the bathroom, were David’s girlfriend Erika and Lady Aeronwen. 

The cavalry had arrived. 

The monster let out a broken cry of rage and lowered its monstrous head, charging like a bull. Jol rolled out of the way, tossing his dagger at the creature’s eye as he darted to the side. The steel struck home, and the creature roared with pain. Black ichor dripped from the wound. The creature plucked the dagger from its face and tossed the blade aside. 


The air in front of it solidified, becoming a transparent wall. When Jol glanced over his shoulder, he saw Aeronwen and Erika working together, weaving strands of zephyrmancy to trap the creature in a makeshift cage. Aeronwen’s face was scrunched up with effort, sweat beading on her brow. Erika was carrying a lighter share of the load, but she kept stealing glances at Aeronwen like a warrior fighting beside a legendary hero. 

Unable to escape, the creature ranted and raved. Its body was already beginning to melt, as if whatever had taken hold of the librarian was beginning to burn itself out deep inside of her core. Her expression lost its definition, all the muscles in her face going slack until she looked like a woman made out of wax. 

Aeronwen gave a shout as she advanced into the room. Working together, she and Erika tightened the bands of air around the monster, leaving it as frozen as if they’d used heavy cords to wrap up its arms and legs. The thing staggered, shook, but couldn’t move—and it couldn’t fall over. The magic kept it held upright, despite the actions of gravity. 

“Don’t let it get away,” Aeronwen said. Her voice was so hard and commanding that it was hard to believe this was the same woman who’d whimpered while she watched Jessamyn ride the face of the man she loved. “Hold the damn thing still until it collapses completely!” 

It looked like that was about to happen. The monster was unraveling, its flesh unspooling into ribbons before Jol’s eyes. Instead of the blood and guts he expected, only a thick black ichor dripped from the creature’s body. More bile rose to the back of his throat, and only a great exertion of will kept him from being sick. 

“God-in-flesh,” he heard someone moan—probably David. “It’s horrible…!” 

The walls of air ground together, compressing what was left of the monster. It let out a horrible wail, its voice rising from octave to octave until it hit a hypersonic frequency only dogs could hear, and Jol’s teeth ached for no reason he could understand. 

Then the creature exploded in a burst of black gore. 

The walls of air caught it all, which was fortunate. Otherwise Jol, Aeronwen, Jessamyn and all the other students in the bathroom and the hallway would have been drenched with dripping strands of black goo. What might have happened to them then, no one knew—but there was every possibility the corruption could make what happened in Littlereach look paltry by comparison. 

Once the creature was dead, Aeronwen handed the weaves of zephyrmancy off to Erika to keep active. She moved through the stunned crowd, picking through the heads of the people who’d come to hear the noise and found a horror beyond their wildest imaginings. 

Finally she grabbed a student out of the crowd. “You,” Aeronwen said, sounding every bit like a lecturer demanding a student come to the board and solve a difficult problem. “Up here, now.” 

The student followed numbly, confused. When he reached the wall, Aeronwen gave him more instructions. 

“Set all this ablaze,” the mage instructor said, spreading her hands. “Let none of the contagion escape.” 

Clever girl! Jol thought. Aeronwen had obviously learned well from her time at Littlereach. Anything the enemy left behind had to be purged—otherwise, the strange corruption that transformed the villagers and turned Pastor Kevan into their enemy could flourish. 

As the student worked, setting the remains ablaze, Jol retrieved his dagger and slid it back into his boot. He found his thoughts pulled back to the town he’d called home for nearly a decade. How were the villagers of Littlereach faring now that Jol and the others had slipped their grasp? With Pastor Kevan slain, the evil that seized the village had no ringleader to focus its energies and might very well fizzle out if not maintained. 


How fared Mayor Lutz? Jol and the man had never been what one would call ‘friends’, but they’d made decent enough acquaintances when they wound up fighting on the same side. He wondered if he would ever hear from the man again, and if he’d ever be paid for renting his forge to the village while he was away adventuring with the Lady Aeronwen. 

Probably not. But it didn’t matter any longer. 

Aeronwen held the flames until long after the youth considered the creature burnt. The mage instructor was taking no chances. By the time she was done, only a messy smear remained on the bathroom floor. 

Someone embraced Jol from behind. When he turned, he found it was Jessamyn. The poor girl looked incredibly distressed, and clung to him the way a shipwreck survivor clings to a piece of driftwood. In moments she was in his arms, her face against his chest. 

“I couldn’t do anything!” she whimpered, her fingers digging into his shoulders. “This damned necklace… it took everything away from me! I couldn’t have saved anyone…!” 

Jol put a hand on her back. He didn’t need to be a psychomancer to know what the poor girl was going through. The powers she’d commanded all her life—the thing that made her special, made her more than just the bastard daughter of a right bastard of a Lord—was gone. Muted by the inquisitors until they decided to set her free. 

It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. 

“That thing,” Jessamyn said, pulling back from Jol’s chest. “You saw it. It was here for me.” 

Jol nodded. There was no sense in denying that. 

“This was an assassination attempt,” he said, his lips peeling back. Just saying it made it more real—and made him angrier than hell. “Whoever tried to do this is going to regret ever attempting to lay a finger on you…” 

Just then, bells rang out over the city. The students gathered in the entrance of the bathroom jumped, startled, and cast worried glances at the front of the library. Someone asked what the noise was, and someone else started babbling about a war. 

Jol knew there was only one person he could look to for anything like an answer. Envy. 

The demoness stood a short distance away from the scorched remains of the monster, wringing her hands together. 

“They have your friend in a cellar, Exalted One, far beneath the Lyceum.” The demoness’s face twisted awkwardly. “This attack was no accident. And it… it is not the only attack…” 

He was still staring at the demoness when someone pushed through the crowd of students. 

It was Instructor Hannon. 

Jol hadn’t seen the woman since the attack at Kishinori’s lecture. She was as no-nonsense as ever, clad in the same robes that most of the students wore. Hannon was the sort of woman men called handsome, and her size meant that students didn’t fantasize about her the way they joked about other instructors, like Aeronwen. 

But in that moment, Jol was very happy to see her indeed. 

“What in blazes…?” Hannon trailed off as she saw the smear on the bathroom floor. Her expression darkened. “Come on, all of you. Those of you who’ve passed their second-level exams follow me. The rest of you get into the basement!” 

“Instructor Hannon?” Aeronwen asked, straining to be heard over the pealing of the bells. “What’s going on?” 

The woman’s face was as hard as a statue’s. 

“Inhumi,” the Instructor growled, sounding personally offended. “The Lyceum’s under attack!” 
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Jol had just finished tucking the younger students into the basement when he noticed the way Envy waved at him. 

The demoness hadn’t been able to sit still since the attack. This was frustrating, since Jol was the only member of the party who could hear or see the woman, but he’d grown used to tuning her out whenever she popped in to keep an eye on him during his time at the Lyceum. Hence when she actually needed him to pay attention, it took a while for Jol to adjust. 

“Exalted One,” the demoness insisted. “You have to follow me!” 

All around Jol was chaos. The Inner Island thronged with instructors from the Lyceum, all decked out in full battle garb like the city was at war. Students had either been evacuated to safe rooms or drafted to aid in the fight—no exceptions. Servants barricaded themselves in buildings, while the functionaries of church and government who’d been on this side of the bridge when the attack began took shelter in their own buildings, relying on their guards to keep order. 

There were two small mercies. The first was that the attack had gone no further than the Inner Island, and Keynes itself had not been hit. The second was that the creatures who moved among the populace seemed totally uninterested in all but a handful of Lyceum students and staff. 

Instructor Hannon led Jol, Aeronwen, and Jessamyn through the streets, heading for the rendezvous point of the Lyceum’s troops. David and Erika were in the basement of the library, along with the vast majority of other students and all of the building’s staff. Behind wards, they would hopefully be safe from the attack. 

The demon’s caterwauling made Jol stop. Hannon got six paces ahead of him, noticed he was falling behind, and whirled around on a heel. 

“Come the hell on, Rivers!” the instructor said. “We don’t have time for lolly-gagging! The school’s under attack!” 

“Your friend!” Envy hissed. “I know where he is! I can lead you there!” 

Hell. 

Jol looked from the demoness to the angry mage. He had to get away and get his women away so that they could follow Envy to where Godfrey was being held. But how could he possibly explain that to Hannon? 

The mage instructor was a hardliner. At any notion that Jol was in communion with a demon, she’d assume he’d been corrupted by the Autarch and attempt to execute him on the spot. He’d only just gotten used to Hannon not hating him—he didn’t particularly want to send their friendship into reverse. 

Wheels spun in Jol’s mind. He looked to Aeronwen, then Jessamyn—and suddenly he got an idea. 

“The girl,” he said, gesturing at Jessamyn. “I need to get her to safety.” 

Hannon frowned. “We need all the men at arms we can get,” the instructor said, shaking her head. “I know you care about the girl, but she’ll be safer in a clutch of the Lyceum’s finest mages than she’d be back at your apartment—” 


“You don’t understand,” Jol growled. Almost despite himself, the truth began to slip out. “That monster was trying to kill Jessamyn. It didn’t give a damn about me, or Aeronwen, or anyone else who was in that library. It wanted to assassinate her specifically.” 

He watched Hannon digest that. “Hell,” the instructor finally spat. 

Something inside of Jol relaxed. “With that collar around her neck, she’s helpless,” he said. “I’m a trained mage now, so I can protect her, but it’s better that we keep her out of harm’s way.” 

Hannon thought it over, then slowly nodded. “I’ve heard reports that the fiends are targeting specific people,” she said. “I thought people were just being loopy, that they were ascribing motives to the monsters where none existed.” She paused. “The thing specifically targeted Jessamyn?” 

In this, Jol didn’t need to lie. “It ignored me even though I had my dagger drawn,” Jol insisted. 

Another swear escaped Hannon’s lips. “Fine,” the instructor finally decided. “Take Miss Silverbrook and get to safety. Wait for the bells to ring over the Lyceum once more—that’s the signal for all clear.” 

“We will,” Jol promised the woman. “Aeronwen, lead the way—” 

Hannon held up a hand. “Aeronwen’s coming with me,” she insisted. 


Jol froze. 

Aeronwen shook her head, her brown eyes flashing with consternation. “Something else could attack the girl,” she insisted, gesturing at Jessamyn. “She and Jol will need me to get them to my quarters…” 

“Both of us know you’ve already invited them past your wards,” Hannon retorted. “You’re needed at the front, Lady Aeronwen. Your duty is on the frontlines fighting the inhumi, not protecting your boy-toy and a brat who nearly got us all killed.” 

Ouch. Harsh words. But Jol could see where Hannon was coming from. 

Aeronwen winced. “Hannon, I—” 

“You’ll go or I’ll bring charges against you as soon as this is over,” the instructor said, her tone brooking no argument. “Dereliction of duty, Lady Aeronwen. One of the few black eyes even a woman of your caliber can’t wriggle your way out of accountability for.” She nodded. “Now are you coming or not?” 

The worst part wasn’t even what Hannon said to Aeronwen. It was how nice she was about it. 

This wasn’t a woman losing her temper with someone she didn’t respect. This was the act of someone trying to keep their coworker from making a terrible, terrible mistake. 

And that made it hurt even more. 

Aeronwen sighed. “I will return when the fighting is done,” she told Jol, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “Keep Jessamyn safe, darling.” 

“I will,” Jol promised. “Go slaughter those monsters, Lady Aeronwen…” 


Before Hannon or Aeronwen could stop him, Jol rushed forward, drew Aeronwen into his arms, and kissed her. Hard. 

“And I’ll keep the family safe,” he finished. 

Aeronwen blushed, then nodded. She and Hannon had just turned to go when Jol cleared his throat. 

“Hannon?” he asked. 

The mage instructor turned around, one eyebrow cocked. 

“If anything happens to Lady Aeronwen, there won’t be a trial,” he promised Hannon, his voice as cold and clear as a mountain stream. “I’ll put you in the ground.” 

Both Aeronwen and Jessamyn gasped. Threatening one of the Lyceum’s instructors with murder was grounds for expulsion, if not immediate imprisonment in the imperial dungeon. Probably a man could lose his head afterwards, as well. 

But Instructor Hannon merely snorted. “She’ll be fine, Rivers,” the instructor said, as pragmatic as ever. “And if by some chance she’s not, you’re welcome to try your luck.” 

Then the pair were racing across the square. Aeronwen looked back once, her expression worried but full of love, then both of them rounded a building and disappeared. 

Jessamyn turned to Jol. “We shouldn’t have let her go,” Jessamyn said, shaking her head. 

Jol sighed. “I know. It was the only way for us to get away from Instructor Hannon.” 


This wasn’t what Jessamyn expected him to say. She gave a start, a confused look spreading across her face. “What, you want to hide?” 

Jol scoffed. “No. You can’t see her, but Envy is here with us. She says she knows where Godfrey is being held, and she wants to lead us to him. We’re going to follow her and save him.” 

Slowly, Jessamyn nodded. “This… Envy character. She’s real?” 

An awkward laugh escaped Jol. “Real enough,” he said ruefully. “Though she keeps petitioning me to make her still more real.” 

“Your life would be a great deal easier if you merely touched me, Exalted One,” Envy said. The demoness stood near the end of the square, gesturing for Jol and Jessamyn to follow. “The little psychomancer would believe you when you speak about me, for one thing—” 

“She’ll believe soon enough,” Jol snapped, his irritation slipping its bonds at last. “Lead on, demon. I want to rescue Godfrey before Hannon and the rest of the instructors finish slaying the inhumi.” 

With a nod, Envy took off. Jol and Jessamyn followed, the latter holding onto Jol’s hand. With no way to see or hear the demon, she was flying blind through campus, with no idea of which direction was the right one. 

Envy led them towards the edge of the campus, near the area where the dormitories gave way to the grand complex of the Imperial Church. Here the buildings were taller, casting deep shadows on the short, squat barracks-like structures the students of the Lyceum called home. The contrast between the ornate buildings of the faith and the simple ones used to house students and staff made the whole thing look faintly ridiculous, though Jol would never have said so in polite company. 

“This demoness of yours,” Jessamyn said, her expression unreadable. “What does she look like?” 

Envy grinned. “She’s jealous of me, Exalted One,” the demoness cackled. 

She is not, Jol told himself. Probably she’s just terrified. 

“She’s… humanoid,” Jol ventured. “A little taller than you are, with skin like pale cream. Her hair is long and black, and trails all the way down to her waist.” 

Jessamyn nodded. “Is she naked?” 

It was such a surprising question that Jol almost missed a step and plunged to the cobblestones. “Ah, no. She wears clothing,” he said. “Is that really the most important question?” 

Jessamyn shrugged. “I’d hate to think that you were gawking at some naked woman all the time,” she said, a faint smirk on her face. “Especially when I can’t gawk at her right along with you.” 

Jol laughed at that. “You enjoy staring at naked women, Jessamyn?” 

It was meant as a bit of a tease, but the young student rose to the occasion. “Depends on the woman,” she said, giving him a lewd look. “Did I look like I minded seeing your Aeronwen in the buff?” 

The memory of the two of them in bed with him made Jol flush with heat. “No.” 


Jessamyn’s grin widened. “I’ve always been an appreciator of the fairer sex,” she said, giving Jol a nudge with her shoulder. “Oh, don’t look at me like that—I still like men. Love them, actually. But I can see what it is that you find so entrancing about the Lady Aeronwen.” 

“Truly?” Jol asked, amazed. 

Jessamyn snickered at that. “She’s a beautiful woman,” she ventured, checking the square for any signs of people out and about. “And when you see the things she can do with her mouth, well… you can’t help but wonder…” 

Jol tried not to wonder too deeply. There was a mission to focus on, after all. 

It was hard, though. If you squinted, it almost looked like an ordinary day at the Lyceum. The streets were empty, certainly, but they were often nearly or completely empty during class times. The sounds of battle, faint when they were near the library, had faded away as they’d moved towards the church quarter, and an eerie stillness had settled over the streets. 

Jol looked up at the high windows of an office complex as he and Jessamyn passed. He wondered if any priests or other church functionaries were up there right now, watching the streets behind their wards. If so, he wondered if any of them were praying for him. 

He doubted it. 

“We’re almost there,” Envy announced. Though the demoness was barefoot, she took two strides for every one that Jol and Jessamyn made to match. “Let the girl know. I can feel her anxiety.” 

Huh? Jol was surprised to hear that. He gave Jessamyn’s hand a little squeeze, doing her best to quiet her worries. “Envy says we’re almost there,” he assured her. “It won’t be long now.” 


Jessamyn didn’t look reassured. “We’re following a demon through the city,” she whispered, giving Jol a very serious look. “A demon who, as near as we can figure, is related to the demons who are causing havoc right now in our very own Lyceum. Jol, how can we possibly trust this creature?” 

Jol shook his head. “Jessamyn, if Envy wanted, she could have killed us a dozen times over by now,” he said. There was a secret here, one he’d been worried before about speaking out loud, but now that Jessamyn was firmly established as one of his women he no longer felt shy about telling her everything. “Sweetness, how do you think I managed to endure your psychomancy during Kishinori’s lecture? How do you think I shrugged it off at the bloody forge?” 

Jessamyn did a double take. “That was her?” 

Envy turned on a heel, cackling as she walked backwards in perfect time with the way she’d walked forwards. “Of course it was!” the demoness said, her pale shoulders shaking with laughter. “What, does she think you’re a demigod or something?” 

Jol ignored the demoness for now. “Envy has been protecting me since the woods,” he explained. “She swore herself to me just before Aeronwen, Godfrey, and I were attacked by Pastor Kevan and his assassins. Were it not for her, sweetness, I’d never have met you. I’d be lying face down in a ditch somewhere, dead.” 

Jessamyn put a hand on her hip, her lips compressed to a tight little line. “I like that.” 


“You like me dead in a ditch?” 

“No,” Jessamyn said, smirking at him. “I like it when you call me sweetness.” 

The corner of Jol’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Then I shall have to do it more often.” 

Abruptly, Jessamyn appeared to come to some kind of a decision. “I don’t trust this demon woman,” she said, both hands on her hips now. “But if she brought me to you, then I suppose I owe her my thanks.” 

“Tell her her thanks are accepted,” Envy giggled. “The poor bint will probably be scared shitless by that…” 

“And if she’s the only way to save your friend, then I’ll follow her,” Jessamyn decided. “I may not trust her, Jol, but I do trust you. I’d follow you anywhere.” 

For a moment, Jol thought the two of them might start making out right then and there. Jessamyn certainly looked like she wanted it, and the combination of the danger and the immediateness of the situation made Jol want to throw caution to the wind and live life to the fullest. 

Then Envy spoke up. “It’s there, Exalted One!” she said, pointing as she raced forward. “That’s the entrance!” 

The demoness paused in the shadow of one of the church buildings. For a moment Jol thought he was looking at a cathedral, then his vision changed, and he realized he beheld a long rowhouse—a sort of granary for the church, where everything from foodstuffs to articles of clothing were stored and distributed to employees and the needy alike. 

It wasn’t the sort of place where Jol would have expected to find Godfrey. It wasn’t the sort of place where he’d have expected to find any of the Lyceum’s employees, in fact—the building was technically at the very edge of campus property, a random outbuilding that probably hadn’t been used for any serious purposes in half a decade or more. Jol approached it warily, as if expecting a trap. 


Beside him, Jessamyn looked up at the windows of the church building. “You think there’s anyone in there?” she asked. 

Her train of thought was so similar to Jol’s that he couldn’t help but smile. “If they are, I hope they’re getting a show,” he said, returning his attention to Envy. “Now what is this place?” 

This building was smaller—a single story, tucked between two larger outbuildings like an undersized rider on a coach forced to sit between two overweight ones. Its windows were little more than squinted eyes, so small and narrow that nothing could be seen through them. In a less-affluent part of the city they would have been boarded up. 

“Secret,” Envy hissed. “Dean’s dirty little secret.” 

Jol paused in mid-step. “Dean Dirk?” 

Jessamyn perked up. “The demon is talking about the Dean?” she asked. She looked like she had trouble believing what she was hearing, even if she’d gradually grown to accept that Jol was in fact talking to an invisible familiar. “Wait—what is she saying?” 

Jol held up a hand, silencing Jessamyn. “What do you mean, ‘dirty little secret’?” he demanded. 

He’d always gotten the straight truth from his familiar up until now. But Envy looked surprisingly reticent. “You’ll see, Exalted One,” the pale woman insisted. “You’re not a demigod, as I said. But you were touched by a demigod. By the Lord of Bitterness, who guides your steps though you know it not…” 

Jol was already shaking his head. “You’re speaking gibberish,” he snapped. “Tell me how to find Godfrey.” 

Envy pointed. “In there, Exalted One,” she whispered. 

For a moment, Jol thought his familiar was pointing at the front door. Then he noticed a small cellar to the side of the front steps. A heavy piece of wood covered it from the elements, with a chain hooking it to the cobblestones. Jol walked up and tested it; the door opened easily. 

“Is that where the demon is telling you to go?” Jessamyn asked. 

“Perhaps you shouldn’t refer to Envy as a demon in public,” Jol said mildly. “We won’t always be alone. But yes, this is the place.” 

Jessamyn came to the entrance and joined him. Together, they ripped open the cellar door, revealing a set of narrow stairs leading down below. The air was damp and musty, and several degrees colder than at ground level. 

Jessamyn reached out a hand, then paused, frowning. The jewel at her throat pulsed, and the tiny wave of magic she’d attempted to channel died like a chunk of ice on a scorching hot day. 

“Damn it,” Jessamyn hissed. “I keep forgetting this damn thing mutes my magic. I was going to make a flame to light up the cellar.” 

Jol nodded. “I’m amazed you manage to forget,” he said, meaning it as a compliment. “Don’t you feel the thing constantly at your throat? It looks so tight.” 


The look Jessamyn gave Jol could have made a lesser man fall to his knees. “Yes, but I like it,” she purred. “And I like the way you stare at it, too.” 

Jol hadn’t realized he’d been staring. If he’d been asked to guess, he would have assumed it was other parts of the student’s anatomy he chose to stare at. 

I’d better focus, he thought. Jol called the light spell he’d learned from Aeronwen to mind and snapped his fingers. A sphere of light appeared in the air before him. He willed it to float over his shoulder, so that it shed its radiance down into the cellar. Strangely enough, his magical light didn’t penetrate very far into the darkness. It was as if some sinister power were keeping the cellar shrouded in shadows. 

Jol and Jessamyn were still forced to make their way slowly and carefully down the stairs. The stone was damp and slightly slick, and so Jol took Jessamyn’s hand and held it as he led her down into the cellar. She pressed her body against his as they descended, as if reminding him of her favors. 

“I really wish we could see more clearly,” Jessamyn said. “This darkness is unnatural.” 

Jol nodded. 

A dozen or so steps down, they reached the basement. It was exactly what Jol had expected: a long room with a low ceiling, stuffed full of old grain sacks and rusting equipment. Perhaps the God-in-flesh could have told Jol what this room had been used for when it was originally dug out; today, the meaning could only be guessed at. 

Envy descended the stairs behind them, taking the steps two at a time. As a demon, she didn’t fear slipping or losing her balance, and so she was able to move freely where Jol and Jessamyn had to tread with caution, careful of not spraining an ankle or breaking a bone. The Lyceum’s healers could patch them up if the worst happened, but not until after the fighting against the inhumi was done. 

And who knew how many wounded might take precedence? 

“Envy,” Jol grunted. “There’s no chance you could get rid of whatever’s suppressing my light spell, is there?” 

The demoness shrugged. “I’m not really here,” she explained. “I’m merely an aura, only visible or audible to you, Exalted One.” She flashed an impish grin. “Now, if you were to touch me, that would rapidly change…” 

Envy was really going for the hard sell. Jol was almost tempted to touch her and make her ‘real’, if only so she’d stop harassing him about it. But he knew that letting a demon run free in the Lyceum was a bad idea. 

“Perhaps once we’ve finished saving Godfrey’s life,” he informed Envy curtly. “Speaking of which, where is he? This basement isn’t much of a find. It almost seems like a dead end, in fact.” 

Envy clucked her tongue and shook her head. “Almost, eh, Exalted One? Well, even if you won’t touch me, I suppose I’ll still help you. Behold!” 

And Envy strode to the back wall. The demoness ran her claws over the stone, moving them in ways that only Jol could see. As she worked, a faint glow suffused the stone, filling it with a pale, ghostly light. 

“Jessamyn,” Jol whispered, putting a hand on her hip. “Do you see that?” 

By the way she stared in confusion, Jol could tell that Jessamyn did not. 

“Step forward, Exalted One,” Envy called. “Step forward and find what the Lyceum desperately does not wish you to see. Perhaps when you understand the truth, you’ll reconsider my offer…” 

Jol moved like a man in a trance, walking to the stone wall. His hands reached for the stone, unconsciously tracing the same glyphs that the demoness had raked across the rock with her claws. As he worked, sparks flew from his fingertips. 

“Okay, I see that!” Jessamyn cried. “Jol, what are you doing?” 

“I’m really not sure,” Jol admitted, amazed. “I think… I think this is my magic…” 

A section of the stone wall slid away, revealing another set of stairs leading into the darkness. Unlike the entrance to the cellar, this one was unnaturally straight, the steps descending in an orderly, even formation. A pair of torches along the wall waited, unlit, with flint beneath them in a tiny holder. 

“Well I’ll be damned,” Jol said, a mad laugh breaking from his throat. “Envy was right!” 

He turned to thank her—but the demoness was gone. Curious. 

Had she decided to abandon Jol until he ‘came to his senses’? He’d known a confrontation was brewing about his refusal to take the next step with the demoness, but he hadn’t expected her to up the stakes in the middle of an attack on the Lyceum itself. That spoke to a level of narcissism and self-seeking that worried Jol, especially when combined with some of the other behavior he’d seen the demoness engaging in. 

But she had saved his life. Multiple times. 

Maybe she deserved to be seen. 

It was something to think about, at least. Releasing his light spell, Jol grabbed the flint and lit a torch on the first try. For some reason, the torch’s light was able to fully illuminate the darkness. He handed the torch to Jessamyn then lit the second, keeping it for himself. 

“I’m going to be honest,” the student whispered. “Until you did that trick with the wall, I believed you were going slightly mad. But you really do have a familiar, don’t you? An invisible demon who shows herself only to you.” 

Jol managed to smile. “I was never lying,” he insisted. “I’m not that kind of man. Wait. You thought I was mad and yet still followed me?” 

She smiled and wrapped her free arm around his bicep. “Only slightly mad, as I said,” she chuckled, pursing her pouty lips. “Besides, a little bit of madness is a good thing in a man. Keeps a relationship from getting stale and boring!” 

Jol wouldn’t have minded a little bit of boring with all the adventures he’d been on lately. But he bit his tongue. That wasn’t what Jessamyn wanted to hear. A girl like her needed excitement. 

With him by her side, she was most certainly going to get it. 

Together, they descended into the darkness. 
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The stairs wound down and down into the earth, deeper than Jol Rivers thought possible. 


As he and Jessamyn made their way down the stairs, the temperature dropped rapidly. Before long, it was so cold that Jol and Jessamyn could see steam rising from their lips with every step, billowing in the air before them like tiny, puffy clouds. 


Still the stairwell showed no signs of ending. The walls around them were bare rock, cut so evenly and uniformly that they reminded Jol of a piece of metal that had been worked in the forge. With every bend in the tunnel, Jol’s sense of wonder deepened. 

And of danger. 

“What… what is this place?” Jessamyn gasped. “Are we really still underneath the Inner Island?” 

It seemed impossible that they could be anywhere else. And yet Jol understood what she meant. It felt as if they’d passed some inner barrier as they made their way down the stairs—as if they’d suddenly transmigrated to somewhere else, almost like having stepped through a magical portal connecting two faraway places with a magical portal. The world around them was so different from the Lyceum, so utterly foreign, that it felt as if they’d been whisked halfway around the world in a single instant. 

They’d descended another two dozen or so steps when Jol paused, putting a hand on Jessamyn’s shoulder. “Did you hear that?” 


Jessamyn craned her neck. She opened her mouth, about to say no—then her brows knitted together in a frown. “I do hear something,” she admitted, her confusion deepening into horror. “What is that…?” 

Jol thought he already knew. 

They were voices. 

“There’s something down here,” he said, his hand straying towards his dagger. For the first time, he truly began to wonder what a dirty little secret might mean in the context of the Lyceum and the Imperial Capital. Was this some kind of hidden dungeon, used to store the political enemies of the empire in a place where not even the law could reach them? Was it a laboratory, where mages practiced forbidden magics with the aim of eventually using them against the wizards of the heathen north? 

These were good ideas. But the sense of disorientation he felt in these halls told Jol neither was the truth. This wasn’t a place sanctioned by the Lyceum. 

At least not the whole Lyceum. 

Jol and Jessamyn slowed their steps as they descended. The sounds of snorting and babbling grew closer with every few steps, until Jol became convinced with every turn in the stairs that they were about to stumble upon some hideous monster. Jessamyn pressed her body tighter and tighter against Jol, partially out of arousal but mostly from fear. 

“I wish Aeronwen was here,” Jessamyn whispered at one point, almost too quietly for Jol to hear. 


Jol nodded. “Me too.” 

He wasn’t exaggerating. He’d used his magic upstairs, and he had a plethora of spells he could use to defend himself, but Lady Aeronwen was a far more powerful and experienced mage. With the choker around her slender neck deadening her powers, Jessamyn was almost totally defenseless against anything that attacked them down here. 

He hated to think it. Truly. But if Jessamyn was right, and Envy was actually their enemy? 

Well, the demoness couldn’t have thought of a better way to trap the two of them somewhere they couldn’t escape. 

Jol was just about to tell Jessamyn to turn back, Godfrey or no Godfrey, when they turned the corner and found an exit to the stairwell. It continued downward, stretching for God-in-flesh only knew how long into the barren earth, but there was a long hallway just a few steps beneath their current location. It was almost too strange not to investigate. 

Jessamyn held him tightly. “You think this is it?” she whispered. 

Jol thought of asking Envy for help, but he sensed the demoness would not come when he called. Perhaps if he were in mortal danger, she’d cast aside her sense of hurt to help him, but nothing short of that would bring her at his beck and call. 

“It must be,” he muttered. “Let’s check it out—but quietly.” 

Jessamyn nodded. The pair made their way into the stone hall, moving as quietly as an assassin in a fairy tale. 


They found the first inhumi almost immediately. 

It sat with its back to them, staring at the wall. The torchlight illuminated the pale gray flesh of the creature, highlighting the steam that gently rose from its skin. The creature was hot—not physically attractive, as Jol actually found the thing repulsive, but so warm that it heated the very air around it. 

Both Jol and Jessamyn froze. 

The thing didn’t move. It rested its forehead against the stone wall, muttering something to itself in a language Jol found utterly alien. It was… praying? Something of that nature. Jol couldn’t make heads or tails of it. 

Neither could Jessamyn. “It’s just sitting there,” she whispered, so quietly that she was practically mouthing the words. “Should we stab it?” 

Jol thought about it, but it seemed too risky a proposition. The creature hadn’t attacked them—it honestly seemed not to know they were even there. If Jol stabbed it, it might scream. Even if it didn’t, killing something as large as an inhumi made a great deal of noise, noise which carried in these halls. 

Shaking his head, Jol scuttled past the inhumi. It made no notice of their passing, just sat with its head against the wall. 

Down the hallway, Jol’s torch illuminated a pair of gray figures. Two more inhumi lurked at the end of the hall, so insensate that they might as well have been dead to the world. One knelt against the wall like the first creature they’d found, while the other stood in a corner, glassy-eyed and unseeing. 

His heart pounding in his chest like a kettle drum, Jol approached the standing creature. It didn’t flinch—not even when he took one of his daggers and waved it in the monster’s face. The inhumi simply didn’t see him. 

Feeling that he was making an almost suicidal mistake, Jol grunted. 

Neither creature stirred. Jol made another little noise, and the inhumi failed to notice him. 

Finally he stamped a foot on the stone ground. It made a sound loud enough to echo, carrying through the corridor with a dry crackle that made Jessamyn wince. She braced herself, grabbing desperately for the odalisque around her neck, but neither of the inhumi paid them any mind. 

“I… I don’t believe it,” Jessamyn whispered. This time she was loud enough for Jol to easily hear. “They’re like statues. Living statues.” 

Jol felt the temptation to reach out and touch one of the inhumi. That, however, might have been a bridge too far, and he refrained from pushing his luck any more than he already had. 

“They don’t hear or see us,” he surmised, tucking the dagger in his hand back into his belt. “It’s almost as if we’re Envy, and they’re the ordinary humans of the Lyceum.” 

Jessamyn shuddered. “Don’t ever compare us to these creatures,” she hissed. “They’re freaks of nature. They’re evil.” 

Privately, Jol believed evil was a state of mind. Few people he’d encountered were truly evil: even the man who was thought of worst by all of his peers was usually a hero in his own thoughts, a persecuted firebrand whose radical beliefs and brilliant ideas were simply not appreciated by those around him. The worst atrocities of mankind had been committed in the name of the highest principles, as any instructor of the Lyceum would gladly tell you when they spoke about the heathen north. 


Doubtless if he could see inside the heads of the inhumi, he’d find a narrative orthogonal to his own. Perhaps in the blasted square of hell these creatures came from, they fancied themselves brave warriors and fearless pioneers, struggling to win their own land from the dominant species of this world. 

Or maybe Jol was just ascribing thoughts and feelings to creatures who didn’t have any. 

After all, these inhumi acted like little more than statues. 

“Regardless,” Jol said, “I don’t think these monsters are going to harm us. They seem… rather preoccupied.” 

Jessamyn suppressed a shudder. “I want to get out of here,” she said, giving Jol a look that wasn’t to be trifled with. “Something about this place isn’t natural, Jol. I don’t like it—and I don’t like that it’s apparently right underneath our feet—” 

“Hello?” A voice asked. It was faint and feeble; were it not for the natural echo of the rock walls, Jol might never have heard it. But he was glad he did. 

Because he recognized that voice. 

It was Godfrey. 


“Godfrey?” he whispered. Even hearing the voice, and knowing it, a part of Jol refused to believe what he was hearing. It couldn’t be so—not here, not so far away from the world of light and warmth and love that he knew on the surface. “Old man, is that you?” 

Godfrey chuckled in response. “I’m not so old, Rivers,” the man wheezed. “Come down here and help me…!” 

Jol and Jessamyn shared a look. Any thoughts of fleeing were lost to them now; they wouldn’t leave, not without Godfrey. If Aeronwen knew they’d had the opportunity to rescue the man and passed it up in order to save their own skins, she’d never have allowed them to live it down. 

Godfrey’s voice carried from a room at the end of the hall. The first thing Jol saw when he stepped through the doorway were lines of barrels, as tall as a man and twice as thick. A quick rap of his knuckles against one revealed it to be quite hollow; if these barrels had ever carried water or beer it must have all evaporated during the long storage beneath the ground. 

“I’m back here, blacksmith.” Godfrey’s voice was wry, despite his circumstances. “I sure hope you brought those daggers of yours, lad…” 

Jol drew one as he advanced through the lines of barrels. If there was going to be an inhumi ambush, it would happen here. The barrels provided plenty of covered spots to leap out and attack someone. 

Yet nothing happened. Jol reached the back of the chamber and found a strange sight: Godfrey, trapped inside of a barrel with only his head sticking out of the top. Whoever had dragged him down here stuffed his body inside, binding him with the wood and immobilizing him. It was the strangest damned method of restraint Jol had ever seen, but he had to admit—it certainly looked strong. He doubted even he’d have been able to escape from Godfrey’s predicament. 

“Godfrey? It is you!” Relief crashed through Jol’s veins as he approached the white-haired man, holding his torch aloft to illuminate Godfrey’s face. “How on earth did you end up trapped like that?” 

Something about the arrangement made Jol’s stomach do a flip. It wasn’t merely that he’d found Aeronwen’s best friend and former bodyguard trapped hundreds of feet beneath the earth–it was the way in which the man was trapped that made Jol feel so strange. It was… weird. None of this made any sense; it wasn’t the way things were done in the world Jol knew. 

Clearly the rules were different down here. 

“It’s a long story,” the white-haired man said. Despite his confinement, Godfrey looked fairly hale and hearty. A single day of darkness had withered neither the man’s appearance nor his spirit. “Get me out of this bloody dungeon, and I’ll be happy to tell you all about it.” 

Jol fell upon the barrel with his knife, scrabbling for a place he could carve it open. He settled for the long tang along the cask’s edge, working it with his knife while warning Godfrey to move his arm and shoulder away from the point of his knife. As he dug, Jessamyn acted as lookout, watching the stoney halls for any sign of the inhumi. 

“You should tell me now,” Jol said at some point. “Keep me entertained while I get you out of this mess.” 


Godfrey chuckled. “I suppose so. What were you told?” 

Jol glanced up at the man. There was a canny look in Godfrey’s eyes. 

“Just that you’d disappeared,” Jol ventured. “Shortly after class.” 

The white-haired man nodded. “Aye. I went looking for you.” 

For him? Jol hadn’t expected that. He figured Godfrey had perhaps headed to the hospital to check on Jessamyn, or searched the administrative buildings for Aeronwen. The idea that the man wanted to speak with him, not anyone else, surprised him. 

“Came to your apartment,” Godfrey explained. “The one you share with Lady Aeronwen.” His gaze traveled past Jol’s shoulder, towards where Jessamyn stood with a hand on her hip. “And another now, I suppose.” 

Jol shrugged. It wasn’t really any of the man’s business, but it wasn’t like he was ashamed of his relationship. In fact, the reactions from many of the male members of the student body gave him reason to believe he ought to feel the opposite way about bedding two members of the opposite sex. 

Godfrey continued. “I was only there for a few moments. Couldn’t get inside, you know, because of the wards. Lady Aeronwen gave me permission to enter her suite once upon a time, but they must have changed the codes on the building itself. I waited outside for a bit, however, just to see if you and Lady Aeronwen were going to show up.” Godfrey paused. “That’s when I saw him.” 

“Him?” Jol asked. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. 

“Aye,” Godfrey said. “The shadow.” 

Jol’s knife pierced the side of the barrel, cutting across the grain. One of the boards snapped loose, and a quick tug freed it completely from the bindings. Now Godfrey had a hand free, though the man wasn’t out of the woods just yet. 

“What kind of shadow?” Jol asked, as if there were different kinds. 

Godfrey was already shaking his head. “I’m not sure,” the man admitted. “It must have been some kind of spell, designed to hide his identity. In truth, I’m not even sure it was a he—it could very well have been a woman. But there was no hiding what they were there for.” 

“What were they there for?” Jol asked. 

Godfrey gave him a grave look. “The same thing I was,” he said, imbuing the words with a quiet sense of menace. “To see you, Jol Rivers.” 

The assassin, Jol thought. Now the hair on the back of his neck wasn’t the only thing standing up—the short hairs on his arms were erect, and his skin was covered in goosebumps. He wanted to kill me. Just like he wanted to kill Jessamyn… 

Could the same person have been responsible for both incidents? No, that made no sense. An advanced shock trooper, then, intended to kill an important person before all hell broke loose across the Lyceum? 

Something terrible occurred to Jol then. What if all of this—the attack against the campus, the people fighting for their lives while the employees of the church and the government barricaded their doors—was all a ruse? What if it had all been done to merely cover for the targeted assassinations the enemy was trying, in a plan to kill people like himself and Jessamyn? 


Who else might have been targeted? 

“I think you’re beginning to understand, lad,” Godfrey said. “If I hadn’t surprised that figure when I did by hanging around, he’d have been lurking in the shadows when you got back to the apartments with Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook. You might have been killed—or one of the women might have…” 

Perish the thought. Jol shuddered. 

“We need to get out of here,” Jol grunted, working the other slats of the barrel. “Wait. How did you get down here?” 

“And how the bloody hell did you get into a barrel?” Jessamyn demanded. 

Somehow, despite everything, Godfrey managed to laugh. “I don’t have the faintest idea,” he admitted. “I’m not even sure where here is. The man attacked me, knocked me unconscious, and the next thing I knew I was down here.” He craned his neck in the direction of the hallway, motioning with his chin. “For a while, I thought I was sure to be eaten. Because I could hear them, you understand. The inhumi.” A strange smile spread across his face. “But they’re not interested in me, are they?” 

“They’re not interested in any of us,” Jol admitted. “For reasons I can’t fathom…” 

Just then, he punctured the rest of the way through the barrel. The wood slats fell away, allowing Godfrey to slide clear of the remains of the cask. Jol helped the man climb free, then dusted him off. 


“You’re right about that,” Godfrey said. “These inhumi, they’re not like the ones we faced in Littlereach, blacksmith. They’re different.” He glanced at the doorway they’d entered from, through which could still be heard the faint panting and muttering sounds of the creatures. “They really didn’t try to attack you?” 

“No,” Jessamyn said. “Did they put you into the barrel, Godfrey? Did the inhumi do this?” 

The man chuckled. “I don’t think those beasts have enough presence of mind right now to pour water into a cup,” he said, shaking his head. “If they were used to put me in this predicament, it was at the orders of a higher authority. Probably that shadowy man I saw skulking around your apartment.” 

That sounded about right to Jol. “Should we keep searching this place?” he wondered aloud. “I can’t even imagine how deep it goes.” 

A shudder passed through Jessamyn. Even if she had not been so worried, Jol sensed Godfrey’s answer would have been the same. “Leave it for the Lyceum’s mages,” he said, shaking his head. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 

“Too right,” Jessamyn agreed. “I’ll feel a hell of a lot better once I can see the sun again.” 

The three of them headed back into the hallway. The scene hadn’t changed while they were freeing Godfrey from his plight: inhumi still stood at or near the walls and in the corners of the room, quietly muttering to themselves or gently pressing their foreheads to the stone. 

Jol had once visited an asylum for those too mentally unwell to take care of themselves. His squadron in the Expeditionary Force had taken shelter there during a storm, pitching tents in the shadows of the main building before the wind and the lightning forced them all inside. 

The scene before him reminded Jol of that horrible night. All it required were a few lightning bolts, the smell of human waste, and a handful of people screaming at the top of their lungs about invisible demons climbing the walls. 

“Let’s move quickly,” Jol grunted, worry gnawing at his gut. “But quietly.” 

Godfrey was a little unsteady on his feet at first, but the man quickly recovered. They made their way down the hall, doing their best to ignore the gray-skinned monsters all around, and then reached the stairwell leading back up to the cellar. It was going to be a long climb, but they’d soon be back in Keynes. 

It seemed impossible to Jol that the real world was so close. These underground caverns felt like part of a completely different world, some shadow realm that hid beneath and behind his own. Almost despite himself, he found his attention turning to the stairs that led even deeper beneath the earth; the ones leading in the opposite direction from escape and freedom. 

Where might they take him? 

Later on, with the benefit of time to process everything that had happened, Jol would better understand the impulse that seized him in that dark, arcane hall. The emotion coursing through his bloodstream acted as a strange echo of the one he’d felt while staring at the dark entrance of a church in Littlereach. It was the same compulsion that tried to steal over him when Pastor Kevan invited him, Aeronwen, and Godfrey into the corrupted cathedral to join the ‘faithful’ in their dread rituals. 

Jol took a step, and then another. A faint light seemed to glow near the bottom of the stairwell, as if to say the next level of this labyrinth lay directly beneath his feet. It was so close. He could feel it… 

“Blacksmith!” a voice hissed behind him. “Lad, what are you doing?” 


Jessamyn’s hand grabbed at his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go!” she insisted. “Jol, what’s wrong with you…?” 

He blinked, coming back to his senses. “What…?” Jol muttered, feeling like a man who’d just started from a short nap he hadn’t intended to take. “What just happened to me?” 

A purple flash bathed the bottom of the stairwell. 

Jessamyn shied backwards, squealing with shock as she threw her hands before her eyes. The bright purple blast filled Jol’s eyes then faded in an instant, leaving an afterimage that reminded Jol of the remains of a fireworks display. For a long moment, he was nearly blind, trying and failing to blink away the burn. 

“Blacksmith!” Godfrey’s voice snapped him to his senses. “They’re starting to move!” 

Through the haze, Jol could see it. Nearly a dozen inhumi had been standing around the chamber they’d just left behind, and three of them had just jumped back from the wall like they’d jerked out of the same trance that had enchanted Jol. The creatures looked around themselves, adjusting to their surroundings, then snapped their jaws in slavering cries and searched the area for prey. 

When they saw Jol and his friends standing at the stairs, they screamed. 

“Damn it!” Godfrey roared. The white-haired man stood in the doorway, blocking it with his body. “The creatures are coming to life! Run for it, blacksmith – I’ll hold them back!” 

“Like hell you will!” Jol growled. “Get up those stairs!” 

He twirled a dagger between his fingers as he put himself between the monsters and those he cared about. The steel felt good in his hands, cold and real after the strange sensation he’d just experienced. He didn’t care to think about the strange purple flash he’d seen coming from below the mausoleum, and he quickly tucked it into the back of his mind. 

If it raised any connections within Jol with the sparks of the same color that rose from his fingers as he drew the sigil in the cellar, they were quickly washed away by the excitement of battle. 

The first inhumi raced for the stairs, its claws extended. The sight filled Jol with foreboding, and not just because here was a creature baying for his blood. While a few of the inhumi in the hallway were coming alive and attacking, the greater number of the beasts were standing still. They seemed to not even notice their fellows, dumbly watching them race past as they joined the battle. 

It’s like there’s a switch inside of them that gets flipped, Jol realized. Until something triggers them, they’re little more than animals. Then they transform into something demonic and attack—” 

It was as far as his thoughts got before the first inhumi was upon him. 

The creature came in low and fast, angling for the edge of the doorway not covered by Jol’s body. He jerked to the side, blocking the creature’s advance, his dagger already in his hands. Flesh slammed against flesh as the inhumi hit his side, hard, and Jol staggered backwards. 

The beast’s claws raked at his face. Their tips passed so closely that Jol felt the wind of their passing. Then he was shoving the beast backward, trying to get a decent angle to jab forward with the dagger. 

Jessamyn shouted behind him. Jol ignored her; already two more inhumi were pushing through the hallway, eager to join their compatriot. Their muscles bulged; sweat shined on their bodies, making them look like seals designed by the Autarch himself. 

As the two monsters flanked him on either side, Jol saw an opportunity. He tossed the dagger, throwing it straight and true at the monster to his right. 


The weapon struck its mark. The dagger entered the inhumi’s eye point-first, sinking deep into the creature’s skull. The inhumi let out a little urk and went still, then tumbled backwards, dead before it hit the ground. 

Jol had no time to savor his success. He raised his free hand and cast the first spell that came to his mind: a burst of flame that radiated from his palm at the nearest inhumi. The creature darted backwards, managing to get just beyond the range of Jol’s spell. 

A spike of pain erupted across his shoulder. When Jol turned, he saw the second inhumi dancing backwards, its eyes mad with glee and its mouth open in a snarl. A series of cackles that sounded like a chorus of damned souls escaped the creature’s throat. 

Damn! He was bleeding. He needed to take these things down quickly, lest they overwhelm him— 

“Jol!” Jessamyn’s voice rang out clear as a bell. “For the love of the theanthropos, duck!” 

He threw himself to the stone, diving beneath an inhumi’s bite. 

Where Jol Rivers had been standing a moment before was an arrow made of light, which struck the inhumi in the chest and exploded. 

Jol rolled backwards, disappearing through the doorway and reentering the stairwell. Jessamyn grabbed his hands and helped haul him to his feet. She winced when she saw the blood oozing from his shoulder, but Jol just shrugged. It didn’t hurt too badly. 

Godfrey stood in the doorway, his conjured bow held in his hands. The magical object had an inner glow that lit up the dank, underground confines like a beam of sunlight in a dusty room. As Jol watched, a new arrow formed against the enchanted bowstring, and Godfrey let it go with a triumphant shout. It shot across the room, hit the third inhumi in its gut, and blew the thing to shreds. 

The white-haired man wasted no time. “Go!” he shouted, gesturing at the stairs. “Let’s get out of here!” 

Neither Jol nor Jessamyn needed anyone to tell them twice. Grabbing Jessamyn’s hand, Jol raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time. 

They rounded the corner, then Jessamyn stumbled. Jol didn’t hesitate for a moment; he grabbed her and tossed her over his shoulder like a caveman—only instead of carrying her back to his dark, dank cave, he was carrying her into the light. 

Jol barely felt her weight as he ran. Sheer adrenaline carried him up the stairs, racing higher and higher as the cold, musty air gradually gave way to the fresher zephyrs from the world above. Every taste of it reminded Jol that another world lay just above his head, and if they could only reach it, they would be safe. 

His legs burned, and his vision swam. Just as he hit the point where his legs threatened to give out beneath him, Jol was suddenly no longer climbing but running across level ground. The hallway emptied out into the low-roofed cellar he’d entered what felt like a lifetime ago. 

“Godfrey!” Jol turned. The cellar was familiar, yet so different after his sojourn below as to feel like a place he hadn’t seen in years. “Are you alright?” 

The sound of huffing and puffing was his only reply. Godfrey’s voice grew closer, and then he was among them, emerging into the light with his glowing bow at his side. 

“They didn’t follow me,” the white-haired man said, glancing back at the hole in the wall. “God-in-flesh, look at this. Did you open this hole in the wall, Rivers?” 


Jol nodded. “There was a glyph. My powers… they resonated with the glyph, somehow.” 

Godfrey processed this with a nod and a grunt. “You don’t suppose you could close it back up again?” the man asked. “No more of those creatures started chasing me, but that doesn’t mean they won’t decide to climb up in the future and start feasting on our citizens.” 

Jol shook his head. “I don’t know how I opened in the first place. We’ll just have to tell the Lyceum about it so they can do something—” 

“Something is already being done,” a voice said. 

Jol spun around so quickly that Jessamyn groaned with dizziness. The door to the cellar was open, letting in a rectangle of late-afternoon light filled with dancing motes of dust. At the top of the stairs, staring at the trio with a frown, was Dean Garnet Dirk. 

“I’ve just informed the Lyceum’s leadership council that this place exists,” the Dean explained in his usual gruff manner. “There’ll be mages arriving any time now to seal it off. The three of you have done good work in finding this floodgate. You’ll have to let me know how you did it…” 

Jol froze. Without taking his eyes off of the Dean, he set Jessamyn back down on the ground. 

“What are you doing here?” Jol demanded. 

Dean Dirk blinked. “Me? I should ask you the same question, Rivers. I’m here because several of our mages noticed a large detonation of magical power underneath the north edge of the Inner Island, and I came to investigate. No one else could be spared; the rest of the school is busy mopping up what’s left of the inhumi’s sneak attack.” Again, the man’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t expect any members of the Lyceum to have beat me to the punch. Least of all you, Mr. Rivers.” 

Godfrey approached behind Jol. “Dean Dirk?” 

A smirk curled at the corner of the Dean’s mouth. “I lied a moment ago,” the man said. “Or at least I didn’t tell the whole truth.” 

Here it is, Jol thought. Time for the other shoe to drop. 

Later, Jol wouldn’t be sure why he was so certain that Dean Dirk had come to the strange building for nefarious purposes. Only that something deep inside him sensed that something far darker and far stranger than the official story was happening here. 

Dean Dirk cleared his throat. “Come on up,” he said, stepping away from the square of sunlight. “We should have this conversation in the light, like civilized people. Once I’ve briefed you on what you’ve missed, you can explain to me what happened down there.” 

Jessamyn hugged Jol from the side. “I want out of here,” she whispered. “I’m never going back down there if I can help it.” 

“Me either,” Jol said. 

Together, they made their way out of the cellar. 

A small crowd had gathered around the building. Despite Dean Dirk’s insistence that no other instructors could be spared from the remainder of the fighting, a few robed figures stood among the larger number of students who’d come to gawk. To Jol’s incredible relief, one of them was Aeronwen. 

The mage instructor raced forward when she saw Jol and Jessamyn leaving the cellar. She looked like she’d wanted to go in for some time but had been restrained by her peers—when she saw Jol, there was nothing in the world that could hold her back. 

She leapt into his arms and kissed him deeply, ignoring the eyes of the students and teachers around them. Jol couldn’t deny that it felt good to flaunt what they had. He could feel the jealousy seeping from many of those who watched, a surprisingly large number of them women. 


Aeronwen broke the kiss, her gaze shooting to Jol’s shoulder. “You’re hurt!” she cried, putting a hand on his wound. “What was down there?” 

Jol had almost forgotten about the spot where the inhumi clawed him. The blood had stopped flowing, and a dark crust of dried fluid covered the spots where his shirt was torn. 

“Some inhumi were down there,” Jol told the woman. “Behind a hidden wall in the cellar. I think it’s where the creatures who attacked the Lyceum today must have come from…” 

“This needs to be healed.” Aeronwen examined the wound with a critical eye. “And cleaned. Inhumi can spread their corruption to those they wound, darling. The thought of one of those foul beasts getting their claws into your heart makes me want to retch.” 

“That won’t happen,” Jol assured her. “But certainly, let’s be safe.” 

To his surprise, the instructor standing by to heal him was Hannon. The middle-aged woman didn’t look terribly happy about it, and something seemed to be troubling her. She set about running her fingers over Jol’s wound, sending sparks of magic into it that alternately burned and cooled. 

“Would have thought you’d be up at the front, smiting the heathens,” Jol tried to joke with her. 

Evidently, Hannon wasn’t in a joking mood. “I was needed here,” she said darkly. “It’s more important.” 

More important? Him? 

No. Healing his wounds wasn’t more important than preserving the entire student body. Something else had to be going on. Something he wasn’t going to like. 


As Hannon continued her work, Jol searched Aeronwen’s face for some clue. The brunette’s expression changed, turning stricken, but whatever was going on, Aeronwen either didn’t want to speak about it in front of other people or she couldn’t muster up the courage to do so. 

Attendants checked over Jessamyn and Godfrey, but neither of them were injured. Godfrey actually pushed those tending to him away, perhaps sensing more keenly than most that things were definitely out of the ordinary. “What’s going on?” he demanded. “Why are all these people here, Dean?” 

Dean Dirk turned to the crowd, his expression grave. “We had a suspicion something might be about to happen in this section of the city,” he explained. “During the defense of the Lyceum, some of our instructors found artifacts and papers in the quarters of a servant—someone whose bedroom temporarily became a battlefield against the inhumi.” 

The crowd looked pissed. Faces filled with rage; several people booed and hissed at the mere mention of this traitor. What in the world was going on? 

“What are you talking about?” Jol demanded. “Explain yourself!” 

The look that spread across Dean Dirk’s face looked dangerously smug. “I am,” the man insisted. “It seems one of the Lyceum’s servants was a traitor against the Crown, Mr. Rivers. The papers we found in her personal effects were pieces of correspondence, addressed to other would-be traitors in Keynes. They mentioned this building multiple times, marking it as a ‘floodgate’ that would soon open and bring vengeance to the Second Empire.” 

Ice filled the pit of Jol’s stomach. A sneaking suspicion was stealing over him. “She?” 


As Jol asked the question, a half-dozen armed men turned the corner into the thoroughfare. They held a woman with a bag over her head between them, carrying her as she squirmed and writhed and begged to be set free. Even with the heavy burlap muffling her words, Jol thought he recognized that voice. 

“Please!” the woman cried, lifting her hands. They’d been bound together in chains, along with her ankles. “You have to stop this—!” 

“Ah, there she is now,” Dean Dirk said, throwing an arm to the side. “Perhaps you can clear a few things up for me, Mr. Rivers. You and Lady Aeronwen both. You see…” 

As the men approached, one of them tore the sack from the prisoner’s head. 

“—you two are the ones who employed this woman,” the Dean finished. “Her papers were found in your apartments.” 

Jol stared into the terrified eyes of Tyssa, under arrest for treason. 
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“You have to know that I didn’t do this.” 

The cell was remarkably stuffy, though it could have been far worse. Under normal circumstances, a suspected traitor like Tyssa would have been thrown in the deepest, darkest basement of the dungeon right before the jailor threw away the key. Only the intercession of Lady Aeronwen spared the servant from that fate—along with, in a move Jol still couldn’t understand, an additional request from Instructor Hannon. 

As a result, the servant was being kept in one of the ‘cells’ reserved for nobility. From the inside one could almost pretend it was a fancy hotel suite, if not for the armed guards outside. Tyssa was being treated well enough, given the circumstances, but being treated well enough was no substitute for her freedom. It pained Jol to see her this way. He wished there was something he could do about it. 

“Of course you didn’t do this,” Jol replied. He felt vaguely offended that she’d believe him capable of thinking that. “You’ve been framed. Obviously.” 

Tyssa let out a huge sigh. “Thank the God-in-flesh,” the servant girl whispered, unconsciously stroking one of her long braids. “You’re the first people I talked to since the attack who actually believe me. Everyone else just assumes I’m a bloody traitor…” 

With that, Tyssa lowered her head and began to cry. The poor servant girl looked like she’d been through hell, and that was without counting the simple fact of surviving an attack on the Lyceum by demons. Jol could sympathize. 

Outside the building, groups of mages worked to clean the streets. Groups of pyromancers burned away the debris left behind by the assault, while geomancers sent spikes of tectonic energy through the cobblestone, searching for more hidden tunnels. No one really believed the building on the border of the campus was the only method the creatures could use to gain entry to the college, and Dean Dirk had promised a reward in gold coins to anyone who located another such shaft leading deep beneath the city. 


Though the inhumi had been pushed back, and the underground tunnel they’d entered the campus through had been sealed up and set with armed guards just in case, the fear remained that what had happened to Jol’s former hometown of Littlereach could happen to Keynes. There, the aftermath of the attack had left an aura of corruption that turned the once-friendly villagers into death worshiping cultists, led by the insane Father Kevan. Jol, Aeronwen, and Godfrey had just barely escaped Kevan with their lives, and were it not for the fortuitous arrival of Envy, the priest’s bodyguards would have killed them all while they rested in the woods. 

No one wanted that to happen here. That was why teams of mages were busy burning the bodies of the inhumi, cleansing the streets of corruption, and tending to the wounded. 

Jol’s shoulder still ached, but the deep punctures left from the inhumi’s claws had just about healed. Instructor Hannon had given him a clean bill of health; evidently, he had nothing to fear from the inhumi’s corruption. 

Though the woman had insisted on accompanying them to visit Tyssa. Perhaps she wanted to keep an eye on Jol, just in case…? 

Jol left his chair and sat down on the foot of the bed, right next to Tyssa. He put an arm around the girl, reassuring her as best as he could that they’d work all of this out. Obviously the Lyceum had made some kind of mistake. She was no traitor to the Crown, and she’d certainly never sworn herself to the Seven or the Autarch. 

When Jol looked up, he found Aeronwen sitting straight up, her arms folded beneath her breasts. There was a strange look on the mage instructor’s face—to Jol, it was almost a twin of Hannon’s disapproving scowl. 

Something occurred to Jol. “You do believe Tyssa, right?” He asked. 

Aeronwen blinked. The scowl faded. 

“I believe she’s innocent of the charges filed against her,” Aeronwen said, something inside of her beginning to relax. “I do, however, think it strange that both you and I were willing to put so much trust in an untrained girl so quickly. I know you can be impulsive, darling, but it almost seems as if magic had to be involved…” 

Jol and Tyssa shared a glance. The servant girl turned away, her mocha cheeks flushing red and ruddy with heat. 

“I have no magic, Lady Aeronwen,” Tyssa insisted. “I could not conjure my way out of a wet paper bag if my life depended on it.” 

Instructor Hannon shorted. “She doesn’t mean you, girl. Someone set you up. And from the looks of things, they wanted to get Lady Aeronwen and her paramour caught in the mix as well. Which means they probably planted the idea to hire you into their heads in the first place, so whoever really did this could smuggle those incriminating documents into Aeronwen’s bedroom.” 

Tyssa was aghast. “You’re saying I’m a patsy?” 

“She also appears to be saying that I’ve been hypnotized,” Jol grunted. “Either that, or there’s some very subtle enchantment at work. Which I don’t believe. I make my own decisions, Hannon.” 

The instructor gave Jol a long, hard look. “There are psychomancers on the campus,” the woman said, cocking her head to the side. “They’re experts at planting ideas in people’s heads. Some of them are so good at it that the person targeted swears they came up with it all by themselves.” 


Jol was already shaking his head. “You and I are the only two people on campus who managed to withstand Jessamyn Silverbrook’s psychomancy,” he countered, bringing her memory back to Kishinori’s lecture and the attack that followed. “Now you’re claiming there’s an even more powerful mind mage skulking about?” 

Instructor Hannon shrugged. “It’s not a perfect theory. Perhaps you had less to do with hiring the servant than Lady Aeronwen.” 

“None of this matters!” Tyssa said. The servant girl sounded dangerously close to a second round of tears. “I have been accused of treason! I could be executed for this!” 

“You almost certainly will be,” Instructor Hannon drawled. “You—“ 

Aeronwen turned, her eyes going wide. “Is now really the right time for that?” She demanded. 

The middle-aged woman shrugged in response. “If we don’t find the real culprit, the Lyceum will have her killed,” she said, as if it were obvious. “The Crown is terrified of all this. They need a scapegoat.” 

Tyssa buried her head in her hands and began to weep anew. Her shoulders shook with huge, shuddering sobs, her hands trembling as she pressed them against her face. 

“Hush now,” Jol said, sounding more confident than he felt. “We won’t let that happen. No one is going to kill you.” 

Jol wasn’t even sure when was the last time Keynes had put on a public execution. The square in front of the Imperial Palace had a raised platform for a gallows, but it had laid unused for as far back as anyone could remember. Surely the executioner wouldn’t dust off his noose for Tyssa, of all people? 

“I said that they need a scapegoat,” Instructor Hannon continued. A strangely sympathetic note entered the woman’s tone, and when Jol looked up, he saw that she’d moved to the edge of her seat and was leaning forward. “Tyssa, I intend to give them something better than that.” 

The servant girl looked up through her tears. “What’s that?” 

Hannon’s look was as fierce as a huntress’s. “The real traitor, of course.” 

Jol and Aeronwen shared a look. Hannon was going to help them save Tyssa’s life? That didn’t sound like the woman who’d turned her lectures into miniature torture sessions and only relented when Jol saved the entire school from annihilation. 

“You’re going to help us?” Jol asked. 

Hannon cocked her head. “Why are you looking at me like that, Rivers?” 

Jol couldn’t take it any longer. “Why?” he asked, putting a name to it at last. “You don’t like us, Hannon. And you don’t like me. We’re never going to be friends…” 

He trailed off. The woman was staring at him like he’d grown a second head. “You think friendship is what this is about?” 

Jol had no good answer for that. 

Hannon laughed. “You’re right, Rivers—I don’t like you. But I love this college. And one of the only things both of us have in common is we know this woman—” she jerked a thumb in the direction of Tyssa, “—had nothing to do with this.” 

“Then why help us?” Jol asked. 

“Every moment this woman stays in a cell, the real traitor is walking around free,” Hannon said simply. “God-in-flesh only knows what they might do between now and the time that we catch them. I love this college. And that traitor is threatening this college. Which means I don’t give a damn whose help I accept to bring them down.” She stared at him flatly. “Does that answer your question?” 

It did. 

“Good, we’re all on the same side,” Aeronwen said, spreading her hands and calling for silence. “Now what do we do about it?” 

“You have to get me out of here,” Tyssa whispered. A look of dread suffused the servant’s face. “All of us know what happened to Kishinori.” 

Jol watched Aeronwen and Hannon’s expressions fall. “We don’t know that that wasn’t an accident,” Aeronwen began. 

Instructor Hannon snorted. “Sure. Perhaps Kishinori was merely cooking some pancakes in his cell, and the heating element got out of control.” 

Aeronwen turned and glared. “You don’t need to act like this,” she shot back. 

Hannon just shrugged. “Everyone knows Kishinori was murdered,” she said, again treating it like the gospel truth. “If the man survived to trial, he’d have named names—and the luminaries who run this city couldn’t have that happen.” She pointed at Tyssa. “You, on the other hand, know nothing at all. Whoever is behind this, I doubt it would be worth their time to assassinate you. Especially when the wheels of imperial justice will probably do it for them.” 

“Your empathy is touching,” Aeronwen said snarkily. 

Jol shook his head. “She’s blunt, but she’s right,” he admitted. “Our only way out of this is to find the real culprit. Because the eyes of suspicion are on us as well, aren’t they, Hannon? Aeronwen and me.” 

Slowly, the woman nodded. “And Jessamyn Silverbrook,” the instructor added. “Her perhaps more than anyone else.” 


“Damn it,” Aeronwen said. “None of this is fair. How could anyone believe Jol and I are traitors?” 

“Particularly when I just saved the school,” said Jol. “One would think that if I really wanted everyone in the Lyceum dead, it would have been as simple as sitting back and doing nothing when Kishinori opened that portal.” 

“People aren’t rational creatures,” Hannon said. “Right now, I’m sure that in a hundred drawing rooms around the Lyceum there are a hundred conspiracy theories being floated about why you would save us all while being a secret friend of the Autarch.” 

“You’re kidding me,” Jol said. 

Hannon grinned. “Perhaps you were gunning for the title of Dean,” she suggested. “Maybe you were angry that Kishinori was about to complete the ritual and wipe out the imperial capital, so you took him down to stop him from stealing your thunder. These sound insane, Rivers, but I guarantee you they or something just as ridiculous will be on the lips of half the student body tomorrow. If they aren’t already.” 

This time, it was Tyssa who spoke first. “So what do we do?” The servant asked. 

“We find the true culprit,” Hannon said with a shrug. “We already have a lead.” 

Jol and Aeronwen shared a surprised look. “We do?” 

Hannon laughed. “Whoever left those documents in your rooms must have been able to enter your private quarters,” the instructor explained. “Which leaves only a small number of potential subjects.” 

Tyssa wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Something like hope was beginning to flare in the servant girl’s eyes. “Such as?” She asked. 

“You,” Hannon admitted with a shrug. “Aeronwen and Jol. Jessamyn Silverbrook. Any other servants with the ability to push through an instructor’s private wards—“ 


“There are none,” Aeronwen insisted. 

Hannon looked surprised. “Truly?” 

“Once we hired Tyssa, I withdrew the permissions for the other servants,” Aeronwen explained. 

What Jol’s woman didn’t explain was the reason why. When they’d hired Tyssa, they’d done so with the expectation that she would be more than just an able-bodied housekeeper with the ability to overlook their throuple: that she would be their point of contact for gossip around the Lyceum. As such, she was their budding secret agent, and giving her—and only her—the ability to come and go as she pleased was a large part of that. 

Perhaps Hannon didn’t need to be told, however. Something like suspicion flashed in the instructor’s eyes before hardening into certainty. 

“That’s not much of a list,” Jol grunted. “Without the other servants, it’s just you, me, Jessamyn and Tyssa. All of whom we know had nothing to do with this.” 

Hannon held up a hand. “There is one other category of potential suspect,” the woman said, looking like she relished the suspense. “I hesitated to mention it before now, because it would be so explosive. I’m not even certain that most of the Lyceum is aware the exception exists…” 

“Would you just tell us?” Jol asked, frowning. “Enough with the drama, Hannon.” 

The woman looked a little crestfallen to have her fun spoiled. “Any sufficiently high-ranking member of the Lyceum’s administration can penetrate a residential ward,” she said, her expression curdling. “So if you, Aeronwen, Jessamyn, and Tyssa are innocent, well… then the traitor must be someone highly placed indeed.” 

Aeronwen gasped. “You’re right,” she said, aghast. “I wasn’t aware such an exception existed.” 


“I was,” Tyssa said gravely. 

All eyes turned to her. 

The servant girl noticed it, her cheeks coloring. “There have been… instances,” she spat, looking like this was something she would much rather have avoided ever speaking about. “Times when someone would ask the servants to ‘forget’ to visit one of the suites for cleaning, overlooking them for a night or two. Or for longer than that, on occasion.” 

Hannon sat up very straight. “Who?” she demanded. 

Tyssa’s lips compressed to a tight little line. “It never happened to me,” she insisted. “I’ve just heard stories. God-in-flesh, we joked about it! That this or that Council member would visit his ‘love den’ whenever his wife was away. That these two administrators were secretly canoodling behind the Dean’s back. It wasn’t the sort of thing of inquisitors and statecraft!” 

It wasn’t, Jol reflected. And yet it was. Too often the private lives of the well-heeled and powerful served as public displays, fueling a power play between disparate factions of the elites. Once someone was no longer useful as a pawn, they could find new life as a cautionary tale, their dirty laundry aired out to dry for the commoners to joke about and gossip over. These entertainments were always the talk of the town—Jol had even heard about them during his stint in the Expeditionary Force, when he was far away from the Second Empire’s borders. 

Hannon nodded. “Very well,” she said, looking irritated to not have a clearer clue. “At least we know we can interrogate some of the servants.” She gave Aeronwen and Jol a serious look. “The Council has twelve members. That’s twelve possible suspects. We’ll have to start narrowing them down as quickly as possible—“ 

“Thirteen,” Jol whispered. A strange chill washed over him, and the hair on the back of his neck stood straight up. 


“Hmm?” Aeronwen asked, frowning. 

“There are thirteen people who can deactivate a residential warding on the Lyceum’s grounds,” Jol said, the ice in his stomach growing chillier with each passing moment. “The twelve members of the Council, and the Dean.” 

This time, Hannon’s laugh was almost merry. “I suppose you’re right,” she chuckled. “We’ll have to consider Old Dirk a suspect as well. He’d probably get a kick out of it if he knew…” 

Jol wasn’t so sure of that. “Didn’t you once give the Dean permission to enter our quarters?” Jol asked Aeronwen. “It may have happened before I came to live with you. But I seem to remember you mentioning it once?” 

Aeronwen frowned. “I might have,” she admitted, wracking her memory. “But Jol, darling, you couldn’t seriously be suggesting…” 

She trailed off. Both Aeronwen and Hannon looked shellshocked. 

“He was waiting for Jessamyn, Godfrey, and me when we emerged from the underground tunnel,” Jol said. “There was something odd about him then. It stuck out to me at the time, but I dismissed it.” 

“Well,” Hannon said flatly. “That would certainly surprise the Lyceum.” 

The woman rose from her seat abruptly. “I need to go do some research,” Hannon announced, looking around the room. “For now, everyone should be on their guard. What happened to Kishinori could happen to any of us—there are no ‘accidents’ where mages are concerned. 

Jol nodded. “Tyssa, will you be alright?” he asked, holding the servant girl closer. “We can have someone posted here if it will make you feel better—?” 

The servant laughed. “What, have them stand along with the guards? Perhaps, Jol. What about Godfrey?” 


Jol glanced over at Aeronwen. “I’m certain he could be persuaded to come and visit you,” he said, jerking his chin in his woman’s direction. “Couldn’t he?” 

Aeronwen agreed that he could, and that it would be a simple matter of asking the favor. This cheered Tyssa quite a bit (so much that Jol wondered if the girl didn’t have an even stronger crush on the white-haired old instructor), and by the time they said goodbye and left Tyssa to her cell, the atmosphere was almost happy. 

Why wouldn’t it be? Jol and Aeronwen were at a disadvantage, but they had a plan now—find the culprit, bring them to justice, and clear Tyssa’s name. Plans meant progress, and progress was Jol Rivers’s bread and butter. Certainly there’d be some frank stares and some whispered words whenever he and Aeronwen made their way around the Lyceum, but that was only to be expected. The people who gossiped about their loyalty to the Crown were the same souls who’d joked about their ‘relationship’ with Jessamyn Silverbrook, and they’d had no trouble ignoring those fools in the first instance. 

Jol and Aeronwen left Tyssa’s cell with a renewed sense of purpose. As they made their way down the hall and out of sight of the guards, the older woman slid her fingers through Jol’s and gave his hand a squeeze, aiming a knowing smile his way. They’d catch Jessamyn up to speed once they got back, then get to work. 

Perhaps there’d even be time for a little canoodling of their own before they headed out to prove Tyssa’s innocence. 

So it was that Jol and Aeronwen made it to the lobby, feeling pleasant and invigorated—only to stumble directly into Dean Dirk and Inquisitor Vespasian. 
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Jol froze in his tracks. 

“Ah, Mr. Rivers!” Dean Dirk had been listening to some whispered missive from Lord Vespasian; at the welcome interruption, he turned away and extended an arm. “I see you and Lady Aeronwen have finished your visit with the prisoner. Will you come and sit with us?” 

The tension in Jol’s body was the sort of thing he normally only felt on the eve of a battle. His gaze traveled past the stocky dean and the tall, dark figure of Lord Vespasian, to the double doors of the administrative building and the late-afternoon square beyond it. Few people were out and about in this section of the Lyceum when classes were in session, and it seemed propitious that Jol and Aeronwen might be able to make a break for it. 

Then reality rushed back in, and Jol resolved himself to the conversation. 

Aeronwen’s hand gripped his own tightly. “Dean Dirk,” the woman said, her tone almost so clipped as to be disrespectful. “I wasn’t aware that you were coming to visit Tyssa as well.” 

“I wasn’t,” the Dean said flatly. “Lord Vespasian wishes to speak with the prisoner. I merely offered to help him cut through the red tape involved.” 

Lord Vespasian grinned at Jol in a way he didn’t like. “Glad to see you up and about, blacksmith. We heard you had quite a fright in that underground tunnel. Apparently it was full of all the inhumi who didn’t make their way up to the surface to try and overthrow the college…?” 

Jol wasn’t sure what Vespasian was implying. Was the man trying to insinuate that Jol was in league with the inhumi somehow? Or was he merely joking that the fight underneath the ground had been nowhere as fierce as events reported themselves? 


Either way, Vespasian was being disrespectful, disrespectful in a way he’d never dared to be when Jol was the untouchable hero of the Lyceum. He didn’t like the man’s newfound sense of confidence, not one little bit. It heralded bad treatment to come. 

“I’m glad you’re here,” Aeronwen said. “Of course we’ll sit down. Perhaps a spot of tea would be in order, as well?” 

Dean Dirk agreed. While they arrayed themselves among a number of couches set up in the lobby for just such impromptu meetings, servants busied themselves around them with drinks and snacks. Someone handed a steaming mug of tea to Jol, perfectly steeped, while another servant placed a tray of miniature sandwiches on the table at the center of their rendezvous. 

Aeronwen took one and nibbled it, evidently at ease. Jol hoped the woman felt as calm as she looked. 

“We just got finished speaking with Tyssa,” the mage instructor said. “I believe the girl is innocent.” 

The Dean’s pained smile told Jol he’d expected nothing less than this, but that he couldn’t agree. “I understand it must be a huge shock to discover someone you placed so much trust has abused that trust,” Dean Dirk said. “But the evidence is firm. The notes we found in your apartments are in the girl’s own handwriting, even. She is a traitor.” 

Aeronwen shook her head. With an almost impressively haughty expression she dismissed the Dean and turned to Lord Vespasian. “I wish to request an imperial psychomancer,” she told the man. 

Lord Vespasian did a double take. “Pardon me?” 


“A psychomancer will be able to delve into Tyssa’s psyche,” Aeronwen said, adamant. “They will be able to determine the guilt or innocence of my housemaid. Their findings will be incontrovertible.” 

A sly smile spread across Lord Vespasian’s face. “What an interesting idea,” the man said, crossing one leg over the other. “A judicious application of psychomancy might indeed reveal some secrets about Miss Tyssa. Are you certain those are secrets you want the empire to know about, Lady Aeronwen?” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Dean Dirk said gruffly. “That isn’t happening, Aeronwen. I know you care about the girl, but the evidence is rock solid. No imperial servant will authorize dispatching a psychomancer in an open-and-shut case like this.” 

“Not even when the subject is betrayal of the entire Lyceum?” Jol retorted. 

The words must have come out with more force than he’d intended. Suddenly both men were staring at him. Dean Dirk looked like he was repressing the urge to rise from his chair and stalk angrily from the room, while Vespasian watched him like he was hoping Jol might do a trick. 

Jol liked neither reaction overmuch. “A psychomancer would make all this very clear,” he protested. “I can’t imagine why the Crown wouldn’t simply wish to cover all their bases in this instance.” 

“We’ll request one at trial,” Aeronwen insisted. “The court will have to allow it.” 

Lord Vespasian took a sip of his tea. “You know, I’ve seen the evidence,” the man said, giving Dean Dirk a significant glance. “It really is ironclad, blacksmith. We compared the notes found in Tyssa’s trunk to her own handwriting and found them a perfect match. Some of the things she wrote about the Lyceum and the Seven—ooof!” The man made a show of shuddering, as if recoiling at some imagined horror. “There’s a fiend lurking behind those kind brown eyes, for certain. I hope to see that fiend very soon, in point of fact.” 

The color drained from Aeronwen’s face. “You’re going to interrogate my servant?” 

Imperial inquisitors were infamous for their methods of truth-finding. Technically, torture had been illegal in the Second Empire for decades now, forbidden by royal decree since the days of King Willem’s great-grandfather Hjallstorm. But everyone knew that with a locked door behind them and no eyes to witness their deeds, the inquisitors were mostly free to do whatever they wanted in service of the Crown. 

The ends, as ever, were said to justify the means. 

“A mere formality,” Vespasian said, waving a hand. “The Crown is interested in learning if your servant had any co-conspirators. Rooting out treachery among the well-heeled of the Lyceum is of great interest to King Willem—as is the safety of all students and teachers who are not involved in evil deeds.” He twirled the little bit of string dangling from his teabag around his finger, a smug look spreading across his face. “There are a number of rumors around who may or may not have assisted the girl in contacting representatives of the heathen—“ 

Jol shot to his feet. 

“Oh, just come out and say it,” he grunted, his social graces worn down by the man’s smug manner. In that moment, he was no mage or even a student of the Lyceum—he was a soldier and a blacksmith, one whose adventures had trained him eminently in the smelling of bullshit. “You think Aeronwen and I were involved. If you had your way, she and I would be in a cell right along with Tyssa!” 

The room fell uncomfortably silent. Dean Dirk looked as if he’d bitten into a lemon; he crossed one leg over the other and rocked forward before half-rising into a crouch. 

Lord Vespasian, however, was unmoved. “Honestly, blacksmith, I don’t believe you had anything to do with this.” The man slowly took a sip of his steaming tea, his gaze locked with Jol’s. “But I think your little brat did.” 


Jol’s jaw dropped open. Suddenly this man’s behavior made a great deal more sense. 

“Jessamyn?” Jol growled, his lips peeling back over his teeth. 

“How much do you really know about her?” Vespasian cocked his head to the side, his eyes narrowing as he tried to see inside of Jol’s skull. “Lord Ardor’s bastard daughter… a woman who nearly destroyed the Lyceum once. Who’s to say she wouldn’t take a second crack at it?” 

Only his sense of self-control kept Jol from vibrating with anger. “She was being controlled,” he growled, staring down the man. “By Kishinori—“ 

“Yes, and now Kishinori is dead,” the inquisitor said, sounding none too happy about it. “Don’t worry, though, blacksmith. I don’t intend anyone to rob the Crown of justice for a second time. I’ll stay with the girl, making sure no ‘accidents’ happen to her until we finish all of this in the morning.” 

Jol opened his mouth to argue anew. Only to be cut off by a horrified gasp from Aeronwen. 

“What do you mean, finish this?” 

Clearly, Lord Vespasian hadn’t meant to let that bit slip. The man shared a look with Dean Dirk, and an unspoken question of whether or not to proceed passed between them. The Dean sighed, then nodded. 

“You won’t be able to call for a psychomancer at Tyssa’s trial,” he said, rubbing his balding pate. “Because there isn’t going to be one.” 

Now it was Jol who gasped. “What?” 

“The Crown has reviewed the evidence against Tyssa and finds it entirely satisfactory,” the Dean explained, a look of reluctance spreading across his face. “Since the charge is treason, which can carry only one penalty, it has been decided by the authorities that the sentence is to be duly carried out at dawn.” 


No. No, it couldn’t be… Jol thought. 

The Dean looked almost to be holding back tears. “Your servant is to be hanged by the neck until dead,” he pronounced. “Lord Vespasian himself will ensure the sentence is carried out to the letter.” 

Aeronwen did not faint, but it was a very near thing. The mage instructor slumped to the side, her eyes bulging and the color draining from her face. 

“You can’t,” she muttered, looking at the men before her like she hoped to the God-in-flesh that it was all a prank. “She didn’t do anything wrong!” 

“The girl is a traitor,” Lord Vespasian pronounced. “And she will die a traitor’s death.” 

Any number of incredible possibilities filled Jol’s mind. He pictured himself charging up the stairs he and Aeronwen had just walked down, subduing the guards, and rescuing the short, stocky chambermaid from certain doom. He saw himself standing before the masses of the Lyceum with evidence in his hands that proved the horrible possibility he’d had forming in his mind since he began his conversation with Dean Dirk to be undeniably true, watching their faces change from suspicion to belief. 

He thought about them all. And then he realized that none of them were likely to happen. Trying to fight his way to Tyssa would only end with him imprisoned. 

Hell. How was he going to find his way out of this one? 

Dean Dirk stood up quickly, perhaps sensing that Jol was on the verge of a heroic but foolish endeavor. 


"There's really nothing to be done," he said, reaching out to take Jol's hand and shake it. "Tomorrow, all of this will be over with and done. The traitor will be dead, and the threat to the college removed. With a cadre of mages watching over that building you and Miss Silverbrook discovered, we'll no longer need to fear any further attacks against the campus..." 

Jol could not help but notice that the Dean spoke as if he wished that were true, rather than that he was certain it was. 

"You're mad," Aeronwen said, recovering from her slouch. "Murdering an innocent woman won't fix what's wrong with this college. It will only make things worse!" 

A strange certainty stole over Jol. "Did you mention these things to Instructor Hannon when she exited the girl's chamber?" 

From the look on Dean Dirk's face, he had—and Hannon hadn't liked it one bit. "The Instructor has been informed as to the Lyceum's decision," he informed Jol curtly. "Like you, there's little she can do about it." 

Other than finding the real culprit, perhaps. 

Jol sensed that when it came to a little detective work, Instructor Hannon might be far more capable than any of her peers at the Lyceum expected her to be. But he kept that under his hat for now. 

There was nothing else to be done. Vespasian showed no sign of leaving, and Dean Dirk looked as if he couldn't wait to be gone. No help would come from either quarter. It remained for Jol and Aeronwen to find a way to save Tyssa. 

But how could they? The time limit was impossible. Find the true culprit and rescue the servant girl in a single night? Not even the most capable men of the Expeditionary Force would have taken on such a task. 

"I hope you know that I will be registering my dissent to these decisions in the strongest possible terms," Aeronwen said. 


Dean Dirk sighed. "I would expect nothing less," he said. "And now I really must go. As I said, I merely offered to accompany Lord Vespasian here. There are many demands upon my time..." 

"You're the one who told us to sit and have tea," Jol said. "And now you have to leave?" 

The bravado fell from the Dean's face. "Yes, well, I did not realize the time," he grunted. "Good day, gentlemen. Lady Aeronwen." 

With that, the Dean stalked off as if being pursued. 

Lord Vespasian watched him go, a look of good-natured schadenfreude on the man's angular face. "I think you quite distressed him," the inquisitor said with a chuckle. 

"He deserved it," Aeronwen said. 

Vespasian nodded. "Men like our dear Dean are used to giving orders," he explained. "They have far less experience in having to justify those orders." He gave a dismissive sniff. "Perhaps he thought that with someone as low status as a servant, he could get away with an execution without experiencing substantial pushback." 

Jol could hardly believe the words coming from Vespasian's mouth. "You know Tyssa is innocent," he said, his tone just north of accusatory. 

Vespasian didn't stir. "I do." 

"And you know that killing her won't do any good," he continued. If he couldn't appeal to the man's empathy—for it looked as if Lord Vespasian didn't have any to speak of—perhaps he could win him over with logic and reason. "In fact, it might even make it harder for you to locate the true culprit. So why not let the girl go, and avoid making a terrible mistake?" 

For a moment, he dared hope that he might have gotten through to Lord Vespasian. Then the man's smile reoccurred, and Jol knew in his heart of hearts that he'd failed. 


"I didn't say it wouldn't do any good," Vespasian said, setting down his mug. "In fact, I believe it'll do a great deal of good for the campus." 

"How can you possibly believe that?" Aeronwen demanded. 

As Jol watched, Lord Vespasian ticked off the reasons on his fingers. "Firstly, it will avoid uncomfortable questions being asked at the highest levels of power," the man explained. "Those with the responsibility to shepherd students through their four years of academy training would rather not be called upon to explain how they allowed a facility like the one you discovered to flourish on their very doorstep. To avoid the blame falling on their shoulders, they’ll use your servant as their scapegoat.” 

Jol shook his head. That sounded truly monstrous. 

“And it will help the student body as a whole,” Vespasian continued. “Right now, they’re all terrified that something like this could happen again, and that it could be even worse next time. A very fast, very public execution reassures them that the Lyceum and the Crown have things well in hand.” 

He couldn’t argue with the man’s reasoning. It was merely the conclusion that horrified him. “But it won’t fix anything,” Jol argued. “You’re just delaying the next attack. And when something does happen to the Lyceum, they’ll be twice as angry because they’ll know that they’ve been tricked.” 

“Then we’ll just have to be better,” Vespasian countered with a snicker. “And keep track of those who might do us harm.” 

Those words were clearly meant for Jol. He ignored them. 

“Where will Tyssa’s hanging happen?” Jol demanded. “It’s to be done at dawn, you said?” 


A suspicious look spread across Vespasian’s face. “The hanging will be performed at dawn in front of the imperial courthouse,” the man said slowly. “There’s no way for you to stop it, blacksmith. The girl’s death warrant has already been signed.” 

“Maybe,” Jol said. “But either way, Vespasian, I’ll be there.” 

Perhaps he wouldn’t be quick enough to save Tyssa from the hangman’s noose. But even were he to fail at rescuing her, one thing would be for certain. There’d be at least a single person at her execution who was completely and unreservedly in her corner praying for her survival, rather than laughing at the thought of her demise. 

“Then I will see you at the appointed hour,” Vespasian said. The man’s manner abruptly shifted, his coolness returning with such speed that the three of them might have been talking about the weather rather than a young woman’s life. “I will bid you adieu, Mr. Rivers. Lady Aeronwen.” 

With a nod, the imperial inquisitor rose from his seat. He gave Jol a stiff nod, then placed his mug of tea back down on the table and turned to go. At the last moment, however, he seized one of the cookies on the tray with an impish grin. 

“Why the hell not,” he said, giving Jol a wink. “It’s going to be a long night.” 

That was true for all of them. 
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“What do we do?” Jessamyn Silverbrook asked. 

It was dusk, and Jol and Aeronwen had just made it back to their apartment. Jol wanted nothing in the world so much as a hot bath and a long snooze beneath some heavy blankets, but there was still too much to do before he could relax. 

Jessamyn had no idea what had happened to Tyssa. When they'd arrived, she'd been waiting on the couch for the servant, her confusion in the midst of turning into nervousness. Their adventures beneath the surface of the city had left Jessamyn frazzled and on edge, and she’d been greatly looking forward to having some company while she waited for Jol and Aeronwen’s return. 

While Jol washed away the dirt and sweat from his confrontation with the inhumi, Aeronwen briefed Jessamyn on all that had happened at the jail. It was when he’d walked back into the living room to find them on the couch together that Jessamyn looked up at him with those big, beautiful eyes and asked him how he could possibly get them out of this trouble. 

Jol sighed. He’d been asking himself the very same question the entire time he’d been in the shower. “I’m not sure,” he admitted, taking a mug of coffee Aeronwen had prepared. “The Lyceum hasn’t given us much time to fix this.” 

“That’s putting it lightly,” Aeronwen said. “They’re going to kill Tyssa first thing in the morning. That poor girl is going to die, and it’s all because of what you and I did. If we’d never hired her to act as our intermediary…” 

Aeronwen was on the verge of tears. Both women looked like they’d been close to crying ever since he and the mage instructor arrived at the apartments, for which he couldn’t blame them. Tyssa’s absence was keenly felt, in no small part because most of their suite was still trashed. The ‘inhumi attack’ that had raged through Aeronwen’s quarters left broken furniture and scattered books behind. Discovering the volume of historical fiction he’d been keeping on the bedside table torn to shreds all over the floor was distressing for Jol, though under the circumstances, a book was far easier to replace than a flesh and blood woman. 

“We’ll be there in the morning,” Jol told both women. “We’ll do everything we can to delay Tyssa’s execution if we can. Godfrey will be there, as will Instructor Hannon.” 

He’d gotten in touch with the woman through her servants almost as soon as he’d left the jail. Though he was right in that the two of them would likely never become great friends, he and the middle-aged instructor did share one thing in common. Both of them were angry as hell that Tyssa was going to be put to death without a trial, and both of them were trying to figure out a way to keep it from happening. 

“I know,” Jessamyn said, shaking her head. “But what can they do? This is Dean Dirk we’re talking about. He’s not going to back down just because of a little pressure from the teachers!” 

Jol wondered about that. His mind went back to the moment he’d forced the Dean to rise from his chair and retreat from their conversation. The man had seemed uncharacteristically ashamed. Even guilty. Seeing the Dean in such a state put a dark suspicion into Jol’s mind. Though he dearly wished something would come along and dislodge it, the thought wasn’t fading. If anything, it was picking up speed. Soon he’d either have to speak it aloud or discard it entirely. 

He wasn’t ready for that yet. He cleared his throat. 

“Even Dean Dirk knows this is a crock,” Jol snapped. “No employee of the college should be executed without a trial. Even after a tragedy like the one that happened today.” 


The reminder sobered them all. Though casualties from the inhumi were few, thanks to the quick thinking of the instructors and the single-mindedness of the Lyceum’s efforts to clean up the aura of corruption in the streets, any deaths were still keenly felt among the student body. And those who lived would never be quite the same—they would always carry this with them as their first experience of real combat. 

“That reminds me,” Aeronwen said, brushing a speck of dust from her azure robe. “Did anyone else speak to you today, Jessamyn? Anyone from the school, asking questions about that underground tunnel?” 

Jessamyn snorted and rolled her eyes. “Did they ever,” she groaned. “From the way they looked at me, you’d think I took out a shovel and dug that big hole in the ground all by myself! They kept asking me all sorts of questions about how I knew the mausoleum was there and why we didn’t just turn back and go for the authorities if we thought it was dangerous.” 

Now it was Jol’s turn to snort. “As if I’ve ever waited for the authorities.” 

“I know, right?” Jessamyn smiled at him. “I’m afraid I kind of threw you under the carriage, babe. I told the Council members who came and spoke to me that pretty much everything was your idea.” 

Jol dismissed her worries with a gesture. “That’s fine,” he insisted. “I don’t want you getting into any trouble. And it does just so happen to be the truth…” 

Jessamyn shivered. “Jol, what was that place?” Her eyes went wide. “It was so far under the ground, and it felt like it went on forever. And those inhumi… some of them attacked us, but most of them acted like we didn’t even exist…” 

Jol had been thinking about that, too, albeit on the back burner of his mind. “I have some theories about that,” he admitted, looking from Aeronwen to Jessamyn and back again. “Granted, it doesn’t seem all that important when measured against Tyssa’s life…” 


Aeronwen shook her head. “We need to talk about something to take our mind off of it,” she said firmly. “It may as well be the other massive threat casting a shadow over our fine institute of higher learning.” 

Something about the way she said it made Jol grin. “Alright. First of all, I don’t think that tunnel is a staging area for an invasion.” 

Both Aeronwen and Jessamyn blinked. 

“What?” the mage instructor blurted. 

“It’s far too old for that,” Jol was already explaining. “Jessamyn can tell you herself, darling—those hallways were ancient. They felt as if they were older than the Lyceum itself.” 

Jessamyn nodded. “I know what you mean,” she said, shaking off some of her earlier frazzled demeanor. “It felt like a whole other world down there. As if we’d passed through a portal rather than walking down a set of stairs.” 

Jol remembered the exact same feeling. “I find the fact that the Lyceum moved so quickly to block the tunnels off suspicious,” he added, searching Aeronwen’s face for her reaction. “Why are they completely uninterested in searching the tunnels or mapping them out? It’s almost as if they already know what’s down there.” 

“I’m certain sealing the stairwell off was merely a stopgap measure,” Aeronwen said. She looked at Jol and Jessamyn the way one might at a friend who began explaining why they thought the world was flat or that the moon was made out of cheese. “Later on, once things have cooled off, the Lyceum will doubtless send groups in to map out the dungeon…” 

Jol was already shaking his head. “I don’t believe that,” he said. 


It occurred to him then that he was already winding up both women for his big reveal. He hadn’t consciously committed yet to explaining his thoughts to Aeronwen and Jessamyn, yet he was already preparing them for the shock they were no doubt going to feel once he dropped his suspicions in their midst. 

So much for playing it cool. 

“I don’t think so either,” Jessamyn agreed. “Everyone seems like they’re putting the whole mess behind them. Like they’re scared, and they hope that by sealing the tunnels, they’ll never have to worry about their safety at the Lyceum again.” 

Aeronwen scoffed. “That’s understandable,” she said, nodding thoughtfully. “What is less understandable is why anyone would believe you, I, or Jol Rivers has anything to do with a plot to overthrow the school…” 

It was time. He sensed it. 

Jol cleared his throat. “I… I have a theory,” he said, looking up at both women. “It’s a little beyond the pale, but the more I turn it over and over in my head, the more I’m certain there’s something to it.” 

Jessamyn and Aeronwen shared a look. 

“I’d love to hear it,” Jessamyn said, leaning forward and taking Jol’s hand. “I’m always eager to hear your thoughts, babe. Tell me what you think is really going on.” 

“And where that tunnel came from,” Aeronwen added. 

Unlike Jessamyn, the woman looked wary—Jol could tell she was expecting another ‘moon is cheese’ level conspiracy theory and was bracing herself for it. He wasn’t sure how his women were going to take this. 

But there was only one way to find out. 

Jol put his free hand on his knee and brushed a lock of still-wet hair from his face. Sitting in an easy chair in Aeronwen’s living room, it was easy to forget about that dusty, stuffy, demoniacal world lurking beneath their feet. To think about it the way a man might think about a nightmare that had perturbed him—as something distressing, but also something that receded into vague memories almost immediately. 

The problem was, it was real. And Jol sensed he and the rest of the Second Empire were nowhere near done with it yet. 

“How did the inhumi attack Littlereach?” he asked. 

He could tell this wasn’t the way Aeronwen or Jessamyn had expected him to start. Both women gazed at him in confusion, their beautiful faces wearing an expression so similar that they could almost have been mother and daughter. 

“Littlereach?” Jessamyn asked, her brows furrowing together. “Isn’t that the village you used to be a blacksmith in?” 

Jol nodded. “Just before we left, the inhumi attacked it,” he explained for Jessamyn’s benefit. “A little nowhere village on the Great River, a hundred and fifty miles from the imperial capital. Not a strategic point, not a great source of resources or manpower for the Second Empire. Just a village. Not even a particularly big village.” 

“A quaint hamlet, really,” Aeronwen said with a faint smile. “Where are you going with this, darling?” 

“Just this,” Jol said, lifting a finger into the air for emphasis. “An entire horde of inhumi apparently traveled over one hundred and fifty miles through Second Empire territory without being spotted? Never leaving so much as   a single witness behind—not even a dead body for local authorities to pore over? It makes no sense.” 

“Magic,” Aeronwen guessed. “They must have used magic to shield themselves…” 

“I saw those fucking things,” Jessamyn said with a mirthless laugh. “Most of the demons underneath Keynes couldn’t summon a fart, much less a magical spell. There’s no way they kept an invisibility shield active all the way to Littlereach.” 

Aeronwen gave both her companions a frustrated look. “Then how? How did they cover so much ground unseen?” 

“It’s simple,” Jol said, beginning to pull back the curtain at last. “They didn’t.” 

Both women stared at him, confused and stunned. 

“There’s not just one tunnel,” Jol explained. “There are several—a whole network of them, crisscrossing beneath mountains and rivers like a second, secret network of roads. A whole shadow transport network, right underneath our feet.” He squared his shoulders. “If we’d searched for it outside of Littlereach, I’m certain we would have found the cave entrance.” 

They hadn’t, of course, because they were on the run from Father Kevan and his cronies. But Jol didn’t need to tell Aeronwen that; she already knew. 

“This is just a theory, yes?” Aeronwen asked. “You have no proof.” 

“Definitive proof?” Jol asked. “No. I have no map of the tunnel system. Nor do I have the testimony of anyone else who’s actually seen these caves.” 

Something inside of Aeronwen relaxed. “Then this is all likely a fancy,” the woman insisted, looking glad to move on. “It certainly sounds like it would make an exciting story, darling, but for there to be tunnels underneath the entire Second Empire? That much work would take more than a lifetime. The inhumi would need generations…” 

“I don’t have testimony,” Jol interrupted. “But I know at least one other person who knew that tunnel under Keynes existed. Knew it before we traveled down there and found the inhumi waiting for us.” 

Aeronwen’s nostrils flared. He could tell she’d been afraid of that. 

“Who?” she asked. 


Jol hesitated. This was the moment he was going to need both of his women to take a giant, flying leap into the unknown with him—to enter realms of speculation that the rest of the Lyceum would doubtlessly discard as a madman’s fantasy. Hearing it would likely make them even more certain that he’d had something to do with that tunnel beneath the college. 

He met Aeronwen’s eyes and spoke with conviction. 

“Dean Garnet Dirk,” he said. 

Aeronwen looked stricken. 

Next to her, Jessamyn’s face lit up like a Yuletide tree. 

“I knew it!” Jessamyn said, pumping a fist in the air. “I knew there was something about that old man that rubbed me the wrong way…!” 

Aeronwen ignored Jessamyn’s celebration. “You’re kidding,” she whispered, her face paling. “Jol, darling, that’s about the most serious accusation about someone you could make!” 

“I know,” Jol said. “I don’t make it lightly.” 

“Then I’ll need you to explain,” Aeronwen said, rocking back in her seat. 

Jol nodded. He hadn’t expected his women to believe him easily. Honestly, seeing Jessamyn so eager to jump aboard his theory was more surprising to him than Aeronwen’s skepticism. 

“Dean Dirk was waiting for us when Jessamyn, Godfrey, and I left the underground tunnel,” Jol began. “He didn’t ask a single question about the cellar, or the monsters inside it, almost as if he knew the place was there before he arrived. He was so unsuspicious about the shaft that even Godfrey made note of it.” 

Aeronwen’s brows furrowed in consternation. “He could have just had a great deal on his mind,” the mage instructor countered. “After all, he was overseeing a counterstrike against a horde of monsters—” 

“Yes, but he was fully recovered by the time you and I met him at the jail,” Jol said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Aeronwen, I saw the look in the man’s eyes when he left that conversation. I know you did, as well. That was guilt in the Dean’s eyes.” 

“I… I don’t know about that,” Aeronwen stammered. 

“Oh, come on!” Jessamyn threw her hands in the air. “All of us know there’s something fishy going on with the Dean! You saw the way he looked at Jol when he got backed into a corner! Maybe he’s not the one who planted those papers in the apartment, but I’d bet he’s involved somehow!” 

“I saw…?” Aeronwen gazed at Jessamyn in astonishment. “You weren’t even there, Jessamyn!” 

Jol sighed. He’d been afraid of this. “Both of you calm down,” he said, holding up his hands to try and forestall more fighting from the two women. “I’m not accusing the Dean of being a servant of the Autarch—” 

“You shouldn’t say that name,” Aeronwen interjected. “It’s a sure way to get his gaze upon you.” 

“As if I don’t have it upon me already,” Jol shot back. “All I’m saying is that Dean Dirk knows more than he’s letting on. And as far as those papers that supposedly are written with Tyssa’s script, well, I haven’t seen a single one. No one has, as far as I can tell, save for the Dean himself and the members of his Council.” 

Aeronwen was quiet as she contemplated this. “You’re right,” she said. “All we have to go on is the word of the Council itself. What if one of them is the culprit in disguise?” 

Jol understood. Evidently, Aeronwen wasn’t ready to believe his theory about the Dean just yet. He didn’t blame her—most of the time, his own brain rebelled at the idea that Dean Dirk could have known about the inhumi attack in advance. She wasn’t laughing at him or calling him insane, which was a start. 

“I wish I could help out more,” Jessamyn muttered, her fingers straying towards the slender silver band wrapped tightly around her neck. The red gem of the odalisque winked from the hollow of her throat, a constant reminder that Lord Vespasian and the other inquisitors had robbed the girl of her prodigious psychomancy. “If only they hadn’t made me put on this piece of garbage! I could have scanned Tyssa’s mind and proven her innocence myself!” 

“No one would have believed you,” Aeronwen said darkly. “After Tyssa herself, you’re suspect number two in all of this.” 

Jessamyn was already shaking her head. “Then I’d use my powers to break the servant girl out of jail,” she said firmly. “The inquisitors, the Dean, even the Crown authorities… no one would be able to stop me!” 

Aeronwen’s eyes widened. “Jessamyn Silverbrook, what you’re saying is treason!” 

“Perhaps a little treason is necessary,” Jol countered, “if the alternative is watching someone we care about die.” 

“Hell yes!” Jessamyn agreed. She reached over and gave Jol a high-five, grinning at him like his partner in crime. “Can you take this collar off of me, babe? If we snuck into the forge, could you break the odalisque?” 

Aeronwen looked incensed. “That was placed on your neck by an official of the Crown,” the brunette said, her jaw dropping open. “Taking it off really would be treason!” 

“So?” Now that Jessamyn had committed to a course of action, she was almost bratty about it. “If Jol can cut this slave necklace in half, I can bust Tyssa out of jail and smuggle her out of the city. We can take her to one of my father’s mansions, where they’ll never find her.” 

“And then they’ll have you killed,” Aeronwen said, her cheeks burning red with heat. “And it’ll be you on the chopping block instead of Tyssa!” 


“No way,” Jessamyn shot back. “I’m too important. The Second Empire wants my powers. And I may be the bastard daughter of a noble, but I’m still a noble’s daughter—” 

“No!” Aeronwen shouted. 

Her cry was so ragged and desperate that both Jol and Jessamyn fell silent. 

“I… I can’t lose you!” the Woman in Blue said. “Not either of you! Don’t you understand? Don’t you know how much you mean to me, Jessamyn?” 

Jessamyn looked shocked. “Aeronwen? I had no idea…” 

The mage instructor rushed forward and embraced Jessamyn. Jessamyn remained stoic for a moment, then her expression collapsed, and she buried her face in Aeronwen’s bosom. Shuddering sobs shook Jessamyn’s shoulders as she let go, as the collective stress of everything they’d been through over the last two weeks crashed through her system in a miniature panic attack. 

“I don’t want Tyssa to die,” Jessamyn whimpered, pulling back and wiping her face with the back of her hand. She’d never sounded younger than she did at that moment. “I don’t want anybody to die!” 

“I know, sweetheart,” Aeronwen whispered, rubbing Jessamyn’s shoulder blades. It was as if a switch had flipped inside her—the anger and frustration of their fight washed away, leaving nothing but the devotion and care the older woman had for both her man and the student they both loved. “It isn’t fair. None of this was your fault. Nor was it Jol’s fault, or my fault.” 

Jol could have been a stone statue for how much either woman was paying attention to him. Not that he minded; he'd have been a fool not to realize the bond the two women shared. He was simply glad to see their argument end, even though they still had no idea of how to save Tyssa from the hangman’s noose. 

Aeronwen was the first to glance over at him. 

"It wasn't Tyssa's fault, either," the mage instructor said, her face turning grim. "Which is why she doesn't deserve to be executed." 

Jol nodded. He'd already told the women the same thing. "She's an innocent," he said, his voice soft and full of compassion. "We all know that. It isn't a question." 

“So what do we do?” Jessamyn asked. “Fuck, every instinct inside of me is screaming to go break into that cell and bust Tyssa out of there! But it’ll cause so many more problems than it solves…” 

“I do hope she’s alright,” Aeronwen muttered, shaking her head. “I keep thinking about what happened to Kishinori. He was a bastard, but even he deserved a fair trial—” 

Kishinori. 

Something clicked in Jol’s head. “That’s it!” he said. 

Both women stared at him in confusion. 

“What’s it?” Aeronwen asked, her fingers still digging into Jessamyn’s hips. 

“Oh, he totally just had an idea,” Jessamyn giggled. “Tell us, babe!” 

It was the mention of Kishinori that did it. “Lord Vespasian said it himself,” Jol told both women. “He was adamant that he wouldn’t allow the Crown to be robbed of justice a second time. That no ‘accident’ would take Tyssa away before her execution, the way it did to him.” 

Aeronwen stared at him blankly, clearly not following just yet. “Lord Vespasian said it himself, though,” the brunette protested. “Tyssa doesn’t actually know anything about the tunnels, as she’s innocent. There’s no point in any of our enemies arranging for her to come to harm…” 

A sly smile played across Jol’s face. “I’m not talking about our enemies,” he said, feeling like a boy who’d just planned a brilliant prank. “What if we arranged for an ‘accident’ to happen in the imperial cells tonight?” 


Both women shared a look. “Faking Tyssa’s death,” Jessamyn said, her eyes lighting up like Yuletide morning. “Oh, that is so cool! That’s some real skullduggery, Jol!” 

“It’s a tall order,” Aeronwen mused. “It would require fooling a great many people. You really believe we could get away with it?” 

“It’s the only chance we have,” Jol asked his women. “Are you with me?” 

Of course they were. 

“Let’s go save our friend,” Jessamyn told Jol. “And when we get back… maybe we can celebrate?” 

The trio shared a look. 

All of them were looking forward to that, indeed. 
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The streets of the Inner Island were as quiet as a tomb. 

This was not usually the case. Nights—even late nights—at the Lyceum were normally filled with all sorts of activity, from the proscribed to the raucous. Study groups jostled for space with radical political action committees, while the bars and taverns of the Inner Island remained open and busy to last call and beyond. The atmosphere Jol was used to lay somewhere between a party and an overbooked educational assembly. 

None of that was the case on this night. It wasn’t hard to see why. 

“Everyone must be traumatized,” Jol mused as his party walked the streets. “Either that, or they all just decided to spend a night in at the same time.” 

Both the women with him knew the truth. “Keep your eyes peeled,” Aeronwen warned Jol and Jessamyn. “There’s something off about the campus this evening.” 

At any other time, Jol would have considered Aeronwen paranoid. But not right now. There was something weird about the Inner Island—it was as if a blanket of silence lay heavy on the land, smothering the people of the Lyceum and keeping them in their beds. Despite Lord Vespasian’s insistence, Jol wondered if there wasn’t an imperial psychomancer at the Lyceum working to defuse the negative feelings dredged up by the attack. 

They made excellent time. No one spotted them as they made their way through the streets, sticking to the shadows as much as possible. 

“Shouldn’t we have seen someone by now?” Jessamyn asked, pausing in mid-stride. The three of them stood at the mouth of an alley, peering down the broad thoroughfare to make sure the coast was clear before continuing. “I mean, it’s weird that the streets are completely empty, right?” 

“No one wishes to be out and about on a night like tonight,” Aeronwen muttered. “I can’t say that I particularly blame them…” 

Jessamyn was already shaking her head. “What about the geomancers?” 

What about the geomancers, indeed? Jol hadn’t even thought of that. 

“Dean Dirk is supposed to have men working around the clock to find other hidden tunnels,” Jol said, remembering the promises the Dean made in the immediate aftermath of the attack. “They should still be out here, testing the streets. So where are they?” 

No one knew. Aeronwen even gave the thoroughfare a second look, as if a crew of earth-aspected mages might be lurking just around the corner. 

“Perhaps we should be glad for the reprieve,” the mage instructor supposed. “If they were out here, they certainly would have spotted us by now.” 

Maybe. But something about the lack of people on the streets left Jol feeling nervous. 

That nervousness did not abate, not even when they turned a corner and found themselves staring up at the building used by the Crown as a jail for its well-heeled prisoners. The tall, narrow block of apartments could have passed for any of the suites to its immediate left or its immediate right, were it not for the pair of guards lounging around the entrance, their swords hanging loosely from their belts. 

Jol froze in mid-stride, then grabbed both women and pushed them back around the corner. Neither of the guards glanced in his direction, which meant they probably hadn’t seen him approaching. His heart hammered against his ribcage like iron on the anvil, and the surge of blood was heavy in his ears. 

“What the hell?” Jessamyn hissed. “Jol, what are you doing—?” 

“Guards,” he rasped, bidding the young woman to be quiet. “They weren’t there earlier when Aerownen and I left the jail.” 

She and Aeronwen both froze. Slowly, Aeronwen peered around the corner, letting out an oath when she saw the pair of armed men standing on either side of the door. 

“They most certainly weren’t,” she agreed. “Vespasian must have personally requested them.” 

Of course he had. Like he’d told Jol, he wasn’t about to let the Crown fail a second time. There’d be no ‘accidents’ in Tyssa’s quarters under his watch. 

“Damn,” Jol grunted. “They don’t look tired, either. That’s going to make this difficult.” 

Everyone was quiet for a moment, lost in thought. Then Jessamyn perked up. 

“Should I go over there and… you know?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows. 

“I don’t know,” Jol said. “What do you mean?” 

“You know!” Jessamyn looked almost too embarrassed to say it, which wasn’t like her at all. “Go over there and flirt up a storm. Maybe show the girls off a little bit, too. Make those guys feel like I’m really into them…” 

Jol hadn’t thought his blood pressure could rise any higher. He was wrong. 

“Jessamyn,” Aeronwen gasped, looking every bit as shocked as Jol. “Are you suggesting we let you seduce these men?” 

Jessamyn snorted. “Who’s talking about seduction? I’ll lead them into that alley over there, thinking they’re about to get a hot ride with some young mouth. Then you and Jol sneak up behind the bastards and—thwop!—knock ‘em over the head!” 

“No,” Jol grunted. “Absolutely not.” 

Jessamyn pursed her lips and thrust out her chest. “It’s not like I’d really do anything with them,” she insisted, looking at Jol and Aeronwen like they’d gone cracked. “You’re the only guy for me, stud. But these sons of whores don’t know that…” 

“Bad idea,” Aeronwen said, agreeing with Jol. “They might not agree to step into a dark alley with you, Jessamyn. And they may prove resistant to your charms.” 

Jessamyn smirked at Aeronwen. “Oh trust me, they wouldn’t be resistant to shit. You haven’t seen the way I can shake these hips when I walk—” 

“I have,” Jol grunted. “And as far as I’m concerned, no other man is going to see that.” 

“Ooooh, possessive,” Jessamyn said, giving Jol a wink. “I like that!” 

Aeronwen’s eye, meanwhile, scrutinized the high windows of the building. “There’s a simpler way,” she said. “At least I think there is. Jol, do you remember which one of those rooms belongs to Tyssa?” 

He followed Aeronwen’s gaze. “I believe so,” he said, pointing at a slightly larger than average window near a corner of the building. “It was that suite, unless my memory is playing tricks on me.” 

Aeronwen nodded. “Good. Come with me.” 

And without waiting for the others to follow, Aeronwen stalked down the nearest alleyway. 

Jol and Jessamyn gave pursuit. The closer they came to where the guards stood, the more Jol found himself on high alert, hyper-conscious of every little sound they were making as they scraped their way across the cobblestones. But Aeronwen was quiet, and Jessamyn was nearly as silent as a mouse. 

The twisting tangle of alleyways caused Jol to lose track of the sky for a short time. When at last his vision of the Keynes skyline was unobstructed once more, he realized they’d turned a long circle around the jail. They now stood at the rear of the building next-door; a set of ordinary civilian apartments, set aside for those who spent their days washing dishes and laundering clothes for the Lyceum’s students and teachers. 


“We climb?” Jol asked, eyeing the brick face of the rear wall. There were few handholds, but he thought he might be able to make it a good chunk of the way to the roof through sheer momentum alone. 

Aeronwen was already shaking her head. “You might,” she said, giving him a smile as her gaze lingered on his muscles. “Jessamyn and I would never make it. We’d fall before we climbed ten feet of that brick. No, we’re going inside.” 

The hallway of the apartment was nowhere near as fancy as the one where Aeronwen’s quarters were located. A musty smell emanated from somewhere Jol couldn’t see, warring with the smells of civilization: food, spice, the odors of many people forced into close proximity with each other. The doors of several rooms on this floor (Jol could not in good conscience call them ‘suites’ when they were so small) had murmured conversations going on behind them; people had finished with their dinners and were settling in for the night. 

Aeronwen led them to the stairs, taking them two at a time. As they climbed, the mage instructor ticked off the floors in a muttered tone, matching the interior of the building to the exterior windows she’d seen from the street. Presently she called for a halt. 

“This one,” Aeronwen said, gesturing for them all to follow her down the hall. With looks that ranged from confused to bemused, Jol and Jessamyn did just that. 

As he walked, Jol compared the floor plan to what he’d seen from outside. We’re headed for the western corner of the building, he told himself, rotating his mental blueprints as he followed in Aeronwen’s footsteps. Which means that the room up ahead is directly across from Tyssa’s cell… 


Aeronwen knocked without hesitation. There was no answer for several seconds, then the sound of someone rising from squeaky furniture could be heard from the other side of the door. A figure approached, their footsteps heavy, and they paused as if peering through a non-existent keyhole. 

“Who is it?” a gruff voice asked. 

Jol and Aeronwen exchanged a look. Whoever lived here sounded positively ancient—and none too happy to be disturbed. 

Aeronwen squared her shoulders and cleared her throat. “This is a member of the Lyceum council,” she said, filling her voice with as much authority as she could muster. “In the name of campus business, open your door. Please.” 

It was probably the please that damned Aeronwen’s attempt. “Council member?” the voice said. “Ain’t no bloody Councilwoman coming by my flat after nightfall!” 

A vein pulsed in Aeronwen’s jaw. “It’s important,” she said, dropping some of the act. “Open up!” 

“Not until you tell me which Council Member you are,” the voice said. Jol thought he could hear the old man cackling on the opposite side of the door. This was probably the most fun he’d had in months. “C’mon! Surely you remember your own name, don’t you, missy?” 

Jol had heard just about enough. “Open the damned door,” he grunted, rapping the wood with his knuckles. “This is your last chance, old-timer.” 

“Ah!” The old man sounded almost gleeful now. “So you’ve brought a cutpurse with you, have you? Gonna knock old Henry over the head and take all of his treasures while he’s out cold! Maybe even slit my throat in the bargain!” 

For a moment, Jol was reminded of Jessamyn’s plan to lead the guards into the alley and perform a similar gesture upon their armored heads. “No one’s going to hurt you,” Jol said, backtracking. “Just let us in. We need to come inside for just a minute!” 

A laugh sounded from the other side of the door. “You think I was born yesterday?” the old man wheezed. “I’m not falling for that, ser! Oh, the streets of the Lyceum are lawless these days! Ever since they let those damned inhumi sneak into the place, no one’s given a good goddamn about all the thieving and looting going on the poor parts of the island…” 

Given a platform to vent, the man probably would have continued in that vein all night long. Fortunately, Jessamyn chose that moment to enter the fray. 

“Henry?” Her voice sounded like it was on the verge of tears. “Are you there, ser?” 

There was a pause. When the old man spoke next, the bravado was gone from his voice. “Hullo?” he asked, his voice sounding somehow closer. Jol suspected he now had his ear to the door. “Who’s that? A young lady?” 

“These people aren’t going to rob you,” Jessamyn whimpered. “They’re a little rough around the edges, but I swear they wouldn’t do that! They’re here to help me!” 

Jol was quietly impressed. Jessamyn had always had something of the actress about her, but he normally only ever saw her in one of two modes: bratty or hyper-submissive. This was something new. It activated all of the masculine protective instincts in his brain even as he realized Jessamyn was doing the same to the old man on the other side of the door. 

“Young miss, what is wrong?” the old man asked. 

Jessamyn glanced over at Jol and winked. “It’s my friend,” she whimpered. “She needs help! Would you please just open the door, sir? I just… I could just really use a friend right now…” 


The door swung open. An elderly man wearing the vest of a livery servant stood in the doorway. His upper half was still dressed in his uniform, but he must have been changing when they happened upon his quarters, for he wore a pair of puffy pajama trousers around his waist. The contrast made Jol’s eyes water. 

“Come in, come in,” the old man grunted. He stared at Jessamyn like she was some angel fallen from the Creator’s private garden, and Jol and Aeronwen were little more than decoration. “What brings you to old Henry’s door so late at night, young lady?” 

Everything about Jessamyn changed as she walked through the door. Her stride shortened and her shoulders fell, giving her a more slouched look that made her appear younger than her twenty years of age. She tucked in her more appreciable assets, reckoning correctly that this old man wasn’t looking at her to slobber all over her: rather she reminded him of someone. 

The transformation shocked Jol. Next to him, Aeronwen made a clever face and rolled her eyes. 

In no time at all, Jessamyn had managed to charm Henry. Her voice was soft and gentle, her manner demure, as if she was a scared girl lost in the big city rather than an experienced mage. The old man practically fell over himself to please her, offering her a seat on his couch and a cup of tea. Jessamyn turned both down with aplomb and explained the situation. 

“I just really need to get over there,” she said, gesturing at the far window. “Could you go into the other room for just a few minutes, please?” 

The old man blinked. “What? Yer looking to go out the window?” 


“It’s for a good cause,” Jol said. “Trust us.” 

“Please?” Jessamyn batted her eyelashes like a little lost puppy, turning her cuteness all the way up into overdrive. “I promise, you don’t have to do anything else! You’ll be helping us so much!” 

The old man looked around as if seeing Aeronwen and Jol for the first time. All of a sudden, the man realized he might have just been tricked into something a lot deeper and stranger than he’d expected. 

“So…” he blinked, slowly surveying the room. “You want me to go in there?” He jerked a thumb at his sleeping quarters. 

Jessamyn nodded like a bobblehead. “Yes.” 

“And when I come back out again, none of you will be here?” 

“You’ll never have to worry about us again,” Jol assured the man. 

He rose, the decision already on his face. “I’m going to go lay down,” he grunted. “Missie, you’re welcome back here anytime you like. But please don’t bring your friends with you…” 

Jessamyn rose right along with him, a smirk spreading over her face. “Thank you so much,” she said, grabbing the old man and pulling him into an embrace. “I won’t forget you!” 

The old man blinked rapidly, color rushing to his cheeks. He probably hasn’t been touched by a member of the opposite sex in years, Jol thought. Certainly not one as fine looking as Jessamyn. 

“Um… hah, yeah,” Henry said, rubbing the back of his neck. “You be careful now. If I find out you fell out my window, I’m gonna be mighty cross with you…” 

As soon as the old man turned, Jessamyn glanced over at Jol and wiggled her eyebrows. 

He didn’t understand what she was getting at, so she made it more plain. Lacing her fingers through each other, she mimed hitting the old man on the back of the head, sticking out her tongue and rolling her eyes in their sockets to mimic the action of him falling to the floor. 


No, Jol mouthed, shaking his head. He wasn’t about to do that to an innocent man. 

Even a lecherous one. 

As soon as the man was in the other room, Jessamyn shut the door. “I told you no one can resist me,” she giggled with a big smile. “Even on the other side of a bloody door, I'm the hottest piece of ass on this entire campus…” 

“We can argue about your assets later,” Aeronwen drawled. The blue-robed mage was pulling back the latches on Henry’s window, opening it to the cool night air. “Right now, we need to get Tyssa’s attention. Help me open this, Jol?” 

He did. Half of the latches were rusted shut, but the others turned easily enough—and a judicious application from the edge of one of Jol’s daggers broke enough rust from the others to get the window open all the way. Once it was completely pulled to the side, Jol leaned out and surveyed the scene. 

The gap between the buildings was way larger than it looked from the street. From the cobblestones it appeared that Jol could simply step from one window to the next, with a foot in either building, but it looked as if making it across would require a jump. Fortunately Tyssa’s window was about six inches lower than Henry’s, which would make the leap a little easier. A little zephyrmancy on Jol’s part would make things go even more smoothly. 

First, though, they needed to get Tyssa to open hers from the other side. 

Jol waved, hoping the servant could see him. All was darkness beyond the window; with the moonlight shining on the glass, Jol couldn’t see what was happening in there. For all he knew, Lord Vespasian was standing in the middle of the living room, waiting for him to be foolish enough to try leaping the gap. 


He just had to hope that wasn’t the case. 

“Tyssa!” Jol cupped his hands around his mouth and raised his voice as loud as he dared. “Tyssa, it’s us! Open up!” 

There was no movement from the other side. Jol began to despair of catching Tyssa’s attention when something flew over his shoulder and struck the far window. It hit hard, leaving a hairline fracture in the glass, then bounced and fell to the pavement below with a tinkling crash. 

Jol turned. Jessamyn stood next to him, her cheeks aflame. 

“What on earth was that?” he asked. 

“A mug,” Jessamyn replied, giving Jol a guilty shrug. “I had to get the girl’s attention bloody somehow…” 

Just then, Jol heard the sound of latches being pulled on the opposite building. If this had been the imperial dungeon, Tyssa would never have been able to do this—not only did the underground cells mostly not have windows, but the few that did had heavy iron bars to keep people from slipping through. 

Evidently, the Crown trusted the nobility far more than they should have. Or perhaps it would have been too embarrassing for a wealthy citizen of Keynes to force their rotund body through one of the jail’s windows. 

The glass panel on the opposite side rose on a hinge rather than sliding to the side. Tyssa stood in the window, her brown eyes so wide that Jol swore he could see his own reflection in them. 

“Jol? Aeronwen?” The servant girl looked more surprised with each person she spied. “Jessamyn?” 

“Hey, girl,” Jessamyn giggled, brushing a lock of auburn hair from her face. “We’re here to fake your death, bitch. Get your ass over here!” 


Tyssa’s face filled with disbelief. “You’re kidding,” she muttered, glancing over her shoulder at the darkened room. “You three, you must be mad!” 

“Maybe a little,” Aeronwen admitted. 

Jol leaned further out the window. “Here, take my hands,” he said, reaching out for the girl as best as he could. “I’ll make sure you don’t fall.” 

With any other man, Tyssa wouldn’t have believed him. But Jol was supremely confident—and his muscles were large enough to throw both Tyssa and Jessamyn over his shoulders like sacks of potatoes. The servant’s eyes sparkled as she realized her rescue had really arrived, and she climbed onto the windowsill and reached out for Jol. 

He seized her arms and lifted her across the gap. There was a single moment where his foot began to slip and he thought he might have overextended himself, but Aeronwen thought quickly and grabbed his thigh, pinning him to the wall with her weight. The feeling only lasted for a moment, then he was pulling Tyssa to him and depositing her on the old man’s rug. 

To his shock, the servant kissed him. 

Her mouth covered his, her fingers gripping his sturdy shoulders as she embraced him. For a moment, Jol was too surprised to do anything, then he kissed her back in earnest. A shudder of lust passed through the stout servant’s short frame as her tongue slid into his mouth. She tasted like dark chocolate and vanilla, and the way her fingers tugged at him made him want to know if the valley between her legs had the same taste. 

Abruptly, Jol snapped back to reality. He broke the kiss, watching Tyssa gasp with the shock of it. 

“That was… thank you,” Tyssa said, glancing bashfully away. “I really thought tonight was going to be the last night of my life!” 


Jol wasn’t sure if she was thanking him for the rescue, the kiss, or both. 

Probably both. 

“You’re welcome,” Jessamyn said. She’d seen the kiss, and she was grinning from ear to ear. “You know we wouldn’t let a fine thing like you get hung, Tyssa. A girl like you is too pretty to swing from a rope!” 

“Her beauty doesn’t matter,” Aeronwen protested. “It’s about justice.” 

“Yeah,” Jessamyn said, winking at Jol. “But it sure doesn’t hurt, does it, stud?” 

Jol could only grin at that. 

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Tyssa said. “I never want to see the inside of that cell again!” 

Aeronwen nodded. “We’ve got a boat by the River Helt waiting,” the instructor explained. “There’s a boatman waiting who works for one of Jessamyn’s father’s associates: a subsidiary of Lord Ardor.” 

Tyssa blinked. “I’m leaving the city?” 

A sympathetic look filled Aeronwen’s face. “Just until all of this is over,” she promised Tyssa. “Right now, Keynes isn’t safe for you. You’ll be taken to one of Lord Ardor’s mansions in the country—it’s better than none of us know exactly which one. There you’ll be safe in anonymity, until it’s time for you to return to our service.” 

The servant girl gave Jol a panicked look. “I don’t want to leave! I only just… I just realized…” 

Jol didn’t need the girl to tell him what it was she’d realized. 

“It’s for your own good,” he told Tyssa, putting an arm around her shoulder. “I promise. You’ll be safe among Jessamyn’s servants, and as soon as the coast is clear, we’ll bring you right back to my side.” 


His side. Not Aeronwen’s. 

He couldn’t have made it any more clear. 

A blush spread across Tyssa’s face. “Well, then,” the girl said heavily. “I suppose I’ll just have to let you all whisk me away on a vacation…” 

They giggled at that. “Let’s get you out of here,” Jessamyn said. “We promised the old guy who lives in this apartment that we’d be gone when he wakes up. No one’s ever going to get to call Jessamyn Silverbrook a liar.” She paused. “Jol, what are you doing?” 

He already had one leg on the sill. “Finishing the mission,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “The accident, remember?” 

“Accident?” Tyssa frowned. “What accident?” 

“Duh!” Jessamyn aimed a playful punch at the servant’s shoulder. “We’re going to fake your death! Jol’s going to light your suite on fire or something like that, so people will think you died. More specifically, they’ll think you were assassinated.” 

Tyssa swallowed hard. “Jol,” she whispered, pointing a finger. “Lord Vespasian is in my quarters.” 

Jol’s brows rose. 

“Not like that!” Tyssa hastened to explain. “The man’s just been keeping an eye on me, to ensure nothing untoward happens before the morrow. I’m… I’m to be hanged at dawn.” 

Jol knew that. It was a grim reminder of what would happen to all of them should they get caught. 

“Where is Lord Vespasian now?” he asked, glancing at the rectangle of darkness. 

Tyssa thought about it for a moment. “Guest bedroom,” the servant whispered. “Across from mine.” 


Lord Vespasian, asleep? The man lay defenseless, snoozing, while Jol was armed and dangerous. 

But did the inquisitor deserve to die? He was a right bastard, none of them would argue with that. But if Jol put every man who was a bit of a bastard in the ground, the graveyards of Keynes would soon be overflowing. 

Well. He’d figure it out as he went along. 

“Jol!” Aeronwen hissed. “Don’t go! Let’s just run!” 

“We have to cover our tracks,” he told Aeronwen. “Otherwise they’ll know Tyssa escaped. They won’t stop hunting her if that’s the case.” 

And before his women could lodge any further objections, Jol leapt the small gap and disappeared into the darkness. 
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Everything was dark and quiet inside of Tyssa’s quarters. 

The room was the same as it had been in the afternoon, when he and Aeronwen came to visit, but to Jol everything looked different. Long shadows covered the furniture, lightening only slightly as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. He had only a vague recollection of the layout of the place, and he belatedly wished he’d paid more attention to the floor plan earlier—or at least consulted the blueprints in the Lyceum’s library. That last part might have brought too much suspicion to him, however, so in retrospect, he was glad he hadn’t gone that far. 

He could hear Aeronwen and Jessamyn softly calling for him from the other side of the gap. Gradually their voices faded away. Good. 

They’d leave the old man’s apartment and head down to the river, traveling to the long slope at the rear of the Inner Island. Jessamyn had worked all of this out for them ahead of time: a coded letter to one of her father’s servants secured a boat on the bank of the Helt, with a sturdy and tight-lipped boatman of House Ardor to ferry the cargo (human, in this case) back to one of the Arbor family estates. With any luck, Tyssa would be well on her way to freedom by the time Jol caught up with the rest of his party. 

Now all he had to do was destroy this apartment. 

He skulked across the floor, careful not to disturb any furniture. Jol’s awareness was keen, and he knew that Lord Vespasian slept less than a stone’s throw away. Though he didn’t know for certain, he couldn’t imagine an inquisitor of the Crown to be anything other than a light sleeper. 

He didn’t want Lord Vespasian stirring until it was almost too late. 

The carpet gave way to tile beneath his feet. He was standing in the kitchen, with the gradually resolving shapes of a large cast-iron stove and an icebox directly across from him. The stove was unlit, but Jol could fix that quite easily. 

There were many ways for a man or woman to fake their death to friends and family, but only a few that would pass muster among imperial authorities. Any country bumpkin could leave a note in their cottage telling their friends they were going for a walk in the woods, but Jol knew Dean Dirk and the inquisitors wouldn’t relent in their search unless they truly believed Tyssa was gone. Which meant one of two things: placing the body somewhere it couldn’t be found, like with drowning, or utterly destroying it. 

Failing anything fancier, Jol Rivers was forced to rely on fire. 

He turned the valves that operated the oven, his fingers not stopping until the sulfurous fume of the cooking gas leaked from inside the machine. These devices were so new that only the upper class had them—it was a minor miracle that Jol even knew how to operate them. They were yet another thing the elites in Keynes had reverse engineered from the heathen north. It was said that the first of these contraptions were not built by the Second Empire but taken from enemy camps in the aftermath of victorious battles. Jol still wasn’t entirely certain what magic operated them, but any soldier knew how flammable the gas that powered them could be when concentrated. 

And he was certainly going to concentrate it. 

As the interior of the stove hissed, Jol snuck from the kitchen and down the bedroom hallway. The door to Tyssa’s quarters were open—the door was gone, removed from its hinges entirely by some overzealous guard. It reminded Jol of the way an overbearing parent would punish a teenage girl, rather than the actions of an authoritative state. 

He knew he ought to have run. Even now, the air in the kitchen was turning fetid, filling with gas that would ignite from a single spark. It wouldn’t be long before it would be too dangerous for Jol to remain in the apartment—even now, an errant flame could set the whole mess to burning. 

But he had to see. He had to know. 

He eased open the door of the guest bedroom, wedging the tip of one dagger in the doorframe. The interior of the room was even darker than the rest of the apartment, with no window to the outside to be seen. A solitary figure lay atop the blankets on the bed, their chest gently rising and falling. 

There was no doubt in Jol’s mind. It was Vespasian. 

He watched the man sleep for a few moments. Guilt and indecision warred in his mind, filling him with a foreboding that nearly caused him to cough and wake Vespasian. It wasn’t right for a man to die this way. A fighting man ought to be slain in a fight: though evil, Lord Vespasian deserved to die with his weapon in his hand and as many blows struck as taken. It was only fair. 

Unfortunately, fair no longer had anything to do with it. 

With a silent sigh, Jol slipped back into the hallway and gently closed the door. Perhaps Lord Vespasian would wake up quickly enough to escape the apartments before they all burned down. There was always a chance. 

The whole room stank of sulfur as Jol returned to the kitchen. Though he couldn’t see it, the smell let him know it was there. A dagger rapped against a stone would provide enough of a spark to set the whole thing ablaze now, even if there weren’t quite as many fumes as he wanted. 

The window beckoned. Outside was freedom, and escape from the night’s skullduggery. 


Jol was halfway there when he heard someone fiddling with the door to Tyssa’s apartment. 

He moved without thinking, tossing himself behind the nearest couch. There wasn’t time to make it to the window—the door was already opening, admitting the hefty frame of Dean Garnet Dirk into the room. The man took one step inside and frowned, his face lit by lamplight in the hallway. Then his expression filled with alarm. 

“Ugh!” the Dean cried, stepping into the room. “The air in here… it’s rancid! Vespasian!” 

Damn it! What in the hell was Dean Dirk doing here, of all places? 

The plan teetered on the verge of ruin. Dean Dirk took another step into the room, coughing at the disgusting scent pouring from the open oven. For a moment, the mad thought filled Jol’s mind that he could create a spark with his daggers and light the whole living room aflame. Then he realized that by doing so, he wouldn’t just be condemning both Lord Vespasian and the Dean to death—he’d likely be killing himself, as well. 

He pressed his back against the couch, doing everything he could to keep quiet. Detection would mean failure, and failure at this stage would be dreadful. The irony wasn’t lost on Jol that if the Second Empire wanted to lock him up, they’d find he’d already crawled into a cell of his own volition. 

Presently Vespasian came from the hallway, sputtering and coughing. Jol’s guess was right. The man was a light sleeper. He took one look at the kitchen and scowled, then ran to the front door and threw it open. Fumes wafted into the hall. The stench was diminished but not gone. 

“God-in-flesh,” Vespasian hissed, covering his mouth and nose with his cowl. He reached into the oven and pulled the same switches Jol had turned in the opposite direction, closing valves that had recently been open. “There must have been some kind of leak…” 

“Or sabotage.” Dean Dirk’s voice was grave. “Was that window open when you went to bed, Lord Vespasian?” 

The man was so upset he didn’t even rise to the bait of the Dean’s jibe. His gaze traveled to the open window, which caused him to do a double take. Suddenly he stiffened, then abandoned the oven and raced back down the hall in the direction he’d come. A moment after he disappeared, a roar of anger filled the apartment. 

“I’ll take that as a ‘no’,” the Dean muttered to himself. 

Vespasian came stomping back down the hall, in an even more bitter mood than before. “The girl is gone,” he growled, covering his nose with his cowl as the rest of the fumes began to dissipate. “She’s escaped!” 

“Or been taken,” the Dean grunted, nodding. “Someone set you up, Lord Vespasian. A missing servant and an open gas valve… it seems like someone wanted to set up another ‘accident’ on school property. Like what happened to Kishinori.” The Dean paused, rubbing his chin. “Except we had nothing to do with it this time.” 

Jol froze, certain he hadn’t just heard those words. Was Dean Dirk admitting his guilt? 

Vespasian let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “They even used the same method as last time. Fire. Except whoever set this up primed the pump with far too much gas. If this had gone off, Garnet, the entire building…” 

“Would be rubble. I know,” the Dean grunted. 

The whole building? Jol’s eyes widened. He hadn’t meant to blow the entire place up. 

“Could it be the Church, you think?” Vespasian asked. “They have every reason to weaken the Crown’s authority…” 

Without seeing it, Jol was certain Dean Dirk was shaking his head. “My money is on Jol Rivers,” the man said, pacing the length of the room. “Him and his little harem of harlots.” 


Jol’s heart dropped into his stomach. Despite his suspicions, he’d always held out hope that he was wrong. That Dean Dirk was secretly on his side—and the side of all right-thinking people within the Lyceum. 

With the Dean’s accusation, that last bit of hope died within him. 

Dean Dirk was the traitor. 

“The blacksmith?” Vespasian managed to laugh, which turned into a cough thanks to the wisps of putrid fumes still in the room. “Jol has secrets, for certain. But I find it hard to believe a man who already has two women to warm his bed would risk his life for a third.” 

That’s what you think, asshole, Jol thought. You never understood, did you? 

“Who else, then?” Dean Dirk asked. 

He heard Vespasian hum. “Jessamyn Silverbrook,” the inquisitor said. 

No. Not Jessamyn… 

“The girl is a holy terror,” Dean Dirk admitted. “And those whorish clothes…” 

“Her clothes don’t interest me at all,” Lord Vespasian snapped. “Only her power does. I’ve muted her psychomancy, just as I took action to repel Jol Rivers’s little secret as well. But the girl is still dangerous. Even she doesn’t understand what’s inside of her.” 

Jol paused in the middle of his study of the window. He’d been estimating how quickly he could be out, across, and running down the stairs of the apartment building next door when he froze, intrigued by Vespasian’s words. Neither man thought they were being overheard; as a consequence, they were being as frank with each other as schoolyard chums. 

What was inside of Jessamyn that had Lord Vespasian so worried? And what was Jol’s ‘secret’ that the man took ‘action’ to safeguard against? 

Jol couldn’t imagine. 

The sound of footsteps reached Jol’s ears. It must have reached the Dean and Lord Vespasian as well, for their conversation fell silent as quickly as a pair of scissors cutting through a string. Neither man wished to risk the kinds of things they talked about being overheard. 

“Good, it sounds like the cavalry is arriving,” the Dean grumbled. 

The sounds of one, then two, then a half-dozen guards filled the hall. Jol was too concerned by the number of eyes to sneak a peek around the couch—the risk was too high that someone would catch a glimpse of him and come running over. He remained pressed against the furniture, waiting for an opportunity to make a break for the window and leap out. 

“Sir!” The sound of a young soldier filled the hall. He began coughing, startled by the fumes, and the half-dozen or so armed men behind him did the same thing. “What happened? It stinks in here, sir…!” 

“Never mind that!” Vespasian snapped. “There has been a jailbreak! The prisoner has escaped! We must recapture her!” 

Even half a decade removed from the Expeditionary Force, Jol could still recognize the sound of a half-dozen men snapping to attention as one. “Yes, sir!” 

“Seal off the Inner Island,” Vespasian ordered. “The prisoner is a short, dark-complexioned woman named Tyssa. She’s possibly traveling in the company of Jessamyn Silverbrook—” Jol’s heart skipped a beat, “—Jol Rivers, or perhaps both. Anyone with her is to be considered a traitor and arrested. If they fight back, show no mercy. Understood!” 

“Understood, sir!” the group chorused as one. Jol could already hear them calling orders back, letting the whole of the guards know. 

Jessamyn, Jol thought. Aeronwen. Tyssa. They have no idea the plan didn’t work. They’re sitting at the river right now, with no idea they’re about to be captured and brought back in chains… 

He had to reach them. He had to save them. 

More guards shouted orders. Someone began cutting the big cast-iron stove from the wall, erroneously believing that by doing so, they’d be stopping the flow of the fumes. Vespasian yelled at someone, while Dean Dirk sighed and put his head in his hands. 

“And somebody close that bloody window—!” 

Now or never, Jol thought. Fuck it…! 

He ran. 

He had just enough time to glance over his shoulder as he reached the window. The room looked about what he’d expected—a half-dozen heavily armed guards were staring at him, their faces locked in expressions of amazement as the hidden figure revealed himself. Vespasian’s shock was just turning to anger as the man’s eyes began to bulge. 

But it was Dean Dirk who Jol couldn’t tear his eyes away from. 

He had the look of a man who’d been caught by his wife in congress with another woman. Who knows that no matter how the chips fall, no matter what explanations are made and arguments are presented, his life will never be the same. 

Guilt filled Dean Dirk’s face. 

“You!” he grunted, pointing a meaty figure at Jol. “Stop the blacksmith—!” 

Jol jumped. 


It was a bad idea. Before, he’d merely hopped the narrow gap between one window and the next. But he didn’t have time for Henry, and he had no desire to run down several flights of stairs while the inquisitor and his guards raced him to the bottom. So he trusted his senses to save him. 

The wall was decently ridged and covered in handholds. The problem was that Jol was already falling. He reached out and seized a loose brick, catching it for a moment only for the thing to tear free of the wall and go whipping behind him. Though he didn’t see it, it landed inches away from the mug Jessamyn had tossed through the window earlier. 

Jol did a flip, trying to right himself. He pressed his hands against one wall and his legs against the other, trying to brace himself or at least to slow his fall. It sort of worked, but by the time he was starting to get the hang of it, he was already at the bottom. 

The ground rushed up to greet him. Jol hit hard, darkness creeping into the edges of his vision as he struggled to remain conscious. He managed to rise, wincing at an unexpected pain in his ankle. By some miracle it wasn’t broken—and neither was anything else. 

Shouts made him glance upward. Lord Vespasian was leaning out of the window, a furious look on his patrician face. Jol couldn’t make out the words he was yelling from way up there, but he doubted they were nice. 

He ran. 

Unlike Aeronwen and Jessamyn, Jol did not know the Inner Island and the grounds of the Lyceum like the back of his hand. But he had a goal, and he had a direction: south. The meeting with the boatman was to take place on the southern edge of campus, at the low slope where the only place in the Inner Island that could reasonably be called a beach met the swift-moving water of the Helt. 

Finding that was no trouble at all. 

As Jol sprinted, the night came alive around him. It started with a handful of clarion calls, night watchmen shouting to each other as the Dean and Vespasian’s missive about the jailbreak traveled around the campus. At first these were solitary voices, but the longer Jol remained out and about, the more people joined the call. All around the school, guards were getting up and flooding the streets. 

Soon there would be nowhere to hide. 

Fortunately, Jol already had a plan for that. The boat. 

All he had to do was reach the rendezvous point before the others waved Tyssa goodbye. If he could get to his harem, warn them about what was coming down the pipe, then they could all pile into the boat along with Tyssa. The man would have a devil of a time hiding them all beneath whatever tarp he’d brought, but Jol felt certain he could make it work. 

He’d have to leave the Lyceum, but he’d lived the nomadic life before. They could hide at one of Lord Ardor’s manors for a time, waiting for the heat to die down before traveling the length and breadth of the Eastern Reach. It could even be fun. 

He’d managed to conjure up quite the adorable little family scene as he turned the corner and found the slope leading down to the water. The River Helt was rough and choppy that night, churning around the Inner Island like an ill-fitting belt on a man who’d had too much for dinner. The waves lapped at the shoreline, hitting the sand like angry slaps. 

Aeronwen and Jessamyn stood on the beach, staring out at the river. 

Alone. 

Damn it! 

Jol raced across the sand, waving his arms. His women saw him, but they must have misinterpreted his warning as eagerness to see them. Both the older and the younger woman waved back, moving across the sand to meet him. In the distance, the boat carrying Tyssa to freedom was a speck against the horizon, barely noticeable in the dark. 


“We have to run!” Jol shouted to his women. “Girls, we need to get out of here!” 

Aeronwen and Jessamyn were almost to him when they froze, their feet sinking into the sand. Aeronwen shouted something and pointed, her finger aimed over Jol’s shoulder. He turned. 

A dozen armed guards stood at the top of the ridge, crossbows at the ready. 

In their center was Instructor Hannon. 

The woman made her way down the sandy slope like an angry statue, her expression hard and cold and so disdainful that it made Jol want to curl up in a little ball and hide from her gaze. Her men stayed close to her, but gave her space—with a mage as powerful as Hannon, it was better to be cautious than to wind up being turned into a toad. 

“You,” Hannon said, shaking her head. “I should have known you’d try something like this.” 

Jol had but one chance to shake Hannon’s convictions. “Dean Dirk is the traitor,” he said. 

Instructor Hannon snorted. “You’ll say anything to save your own skin,” she said, looking almost amused by his willingness to sell out the Lyceum’s leader. “You honestly want me to believe the Dean is the one behind all of this?” 

Behind Jol, Aeronwen and Jessamyn had just joined him. Both of them looked terrified, but were doing their best to hang onto their composure. “Darling,” Aeronwen whispered. “The accident. Did it…?” 

Jol gave a single sharp shake of his head. “Didn’t go as planned,” he informed them quietly. 


“Where’s the servant girl?” Instructor Hannon sounded almost bored with the question, like she knew she was only asking it as a favor to the Dean. “Is that her boat out there on the water?” 

One of the guards perked up. “Might not be out of longbow range, ma’am,” he said. 

Jol’s heart skipped a beat. Instructor Hannon made a visor with her hand, shielding her eyes despite the darkness. It made him wonder if she had some kind of infravision spell. 

She held the pose for a time, then grunted and shook her head. “Not worth it,” she said, giving the guard a dismissive look. “If it’s not the girl, we could kill a civilian. I think the Lyceum’s had enough headaches for one night, don’t you?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” the guard agreed with a nod. 

“Hannon, I’m not lying,” Jol said, his lips peeling back over his teeth. “I heard Dean Dirk talking with Lord Vespasian. Neither of them knew I was there. Hannon, I heard them admit they were the ones who arranged for Kishinori to die—” 

“This will go better for you if you just surrender,” Hannon informed him curtly. “The Dean’s orders are to take you and all of your co-conspirators alive. But if you cause trouble, we’re not to hesitate in deploying lethal force.” 

“I know that,” Jol shot back. “I know that because I heard them talking about it, Hannon! I was in Tyssa’s apartment after we freed her. Hiding behind the bloody couch while Dean Dirk and Vespasian had their little meeting of the minds…” 

Hannon’s eyebrow twitched. “You’re a traitor, Rivers,” she said. “The words of a traitor cannot be trusted.” 

“Oh, for crying out loud!” Jessamyn shrieked. “You know Jol never lies, you wretched bitch!” 

Hannon actually flinched at that. Were they getting through to the woman? Jol knew she had her own set of suspicions where Dean Dirk was concerned. If he could just convince her that the man had been the one behind all of this all along… 


Another figure appeared at the top of the slope, hurriedly brushing off his robes. 

It was Lord Vespasian. 

The man sauntered down the slope with an uncharacteristic amount of swagger, taking his time. When he reached Instructor Hannon he took a pair of handcuffs from his jacket and handed them to the older woman, his lip curling in a smirk. 

“The honor is yours,” he told Hannon. “You caught the blacksmith. Now you get to bring him in.” 

“Hannon,” Jol said, his voice thickening. “You don’t have to do this.” 

The woman sighed. “You made me, blacksmith,” she said, shaking her head. “I hope your freedom was worth breaking that servant out of jail…” 

Two guards seized Jol by the sides and turned him around. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another group tying a thick cord around Jessamyn’s wrists, while someone snapped a magic-deadening odalisque around Lady Aeronwen’s neck. Another guard placed an odalisque around Jol’s neck, too. 

Hannon was behind him. She grabbed his wrists and forced them into the cuffs, tightening them so much they bit into his skin. Dimly, he wondered if the implements had been forged in the same blacksmith’s shop he did his exercises in. 

“Blacksmith,” the woman hissed, tightening his cuffs. She kept her voice just on the edge of audible, so that only he could hear. “If you are lying to me about the Dean, you’re going to experience the privilege of being the first man to ever be executed by the Lyceum without any organs left in his goddamn body.” 

Something inside of Jol filled with relief. There was the reasonable woman who put her love for the school over everything else. 

“I swear to the God-in-flesh,” he whispered quickly. “I broke into the apartment to save Tyssa and they were there. They didn’t see me; I was hidden. They’re working together, Hannon. I don’t know what they’re planning, but with us in prison you’ll have to stop it…” 

The woman bit back a sigh. “Swearing on the God-in-flesh? Really?” 

It wasn’t the time for jokes, yet Jol couldn’t resist. “I swear on Jessamyn Silverbrook’s perfect ass,” he said, glancing over just enough to see Hannon’s eyes. “The Dean is in league with the Autarch.” 

Her eyes widened. She believes me, Jol realized. She doesn’t want to, but she knows it’s true. 

“The two of you will be placed in a cell,” Vespasian was telling Aeronwen and Jessamyn. “I hope you don’t mind a bit of a stench. It seems there’s been a gas leak in the room where we were keeping your friend…” 

Aeronwen tried and failed to break free. “This is madness!” the instructor cried, the odalisque around her neck flashing multiple times as it absorbed her desperate spells. “We’re not the ones who are trying to destroy the school!” 

Vespasian wasn’t listening. “And as for you,” the inquisitor said, walking over to Jol with an insane look in his eyes. “You have a nice cozy cell waiting for you at the bottom of the Imperial Dungeon. Hopefully we’ll remember to feed and water you enough for you to make it to trial. But I don’t like your odds.” 

The dungeon? 

Jol had heard tales of the imperial dungeon. People who were thrown into its deepest pits rarely if ever saw the light of day again. Vespasian and the Dean weren’t going to kill him in a big, public display—they were going to toss him into a deep hole and forget about him! 


“This is wrong,” he growled, turning to Hannon. “You know it is!” 

The woman’s face was grim. “There’s nothing I can do,” she said, sounding regretful. Then she added, almost as an afterthought, “traitor.” 

It probably saved her from suspicion. Vespasian was too angry to notice—his attention was on Jol. 

“Bring him,” he growled at the guards. “And make it hurt. This man very nearly killed an inquisitor tonight.” 

Someone tossed a burlap sack over Jol’s head, blocking out the light. 

Dragging him down into the darkness. 
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The imperial dungeon was not as bad as Jol feared. It was worse. 

His cell smelled like blood and shit. His cellmates, if he’d had any, would have been able to inform him of any number of disgusting, depraved deeds that had happened in the ten-by-ten foot stone chamber in which Vespasian and his guards had dumped him. Instead, they’d left missives carved into the walls, each more insane than the last. Some claimed to have seen the Autarch himself, with eyes like burning purple flames. Some ranted and raved about demons and devils, as if an entire chorus line of them occupied the cell at all hours. 

By the third day of his imprisonment, Jol would have wished for a devil for company. 

Being alone was intolerable. Somehow, food and drink made their way to his cell, but he never saw it arrive—inevitably, whenever he drifted off to sleep, he’d wake to find a pitcher of stale water and a wooden plate of unappetizing slop waiting for him. He’d seen no human being since Vespasian’s guards tossed him in his cell, and he did not expect to see one any time soon. 

Perhaps not for the rest of his life. 

Occasionally, he could hear groaning from somewhere on his level. But even those sounds were faint, swallowed up by the earth itself. Jol had no idea how far beneath the surface the imperial dungeon extended, but he must have been somewhere near the very bottom of it. 

His only comfort was the knowledge that Aeronwen and Jessamyn were both in better accommodations than his own. Vespasian had promised the pair the same sort of high-value prisoner treatment Tyssa had received, and Jol had little reason to doubt the man. He’d treat Jol’s women with every courtesy, right up until the moment he had them hanged. 

As more time passed, a bitter realization stole over Jol. He’d failed. 

He’d saved the servant girl Tyssa, but at the cost of his own imprisonment and that of his women. He’d had the brilliant plan to sneak into one of the island’s high-class prison cells, only to end up as the lowest of the low, in a hole he wouldn’t even have thrown a dog into. 

He was going to die. And unlike Aeronwen and Jessamyn, who were due to be publicly hanged any day now, his death would be no blaze of glory. He’d make himself into no martyr before the God-in-flesh and country. He was doomed to die a slow, lingering death of neglect. To be forgotten. 

The days he spent in the dungeon were some of the darkest of Jol Rivers’ life. 

The worst part was that the one person he should have been able to count on for companionship was nowhere to be seen. He’d lost track of the number of times he’d called out for Envy, his familiar demon, only to hear nothing in return. He’d yelled her name with furious anger, with wheedling desperation and even, a time or two very late at night, in tones of lust. None of it mattered. 

The pale-skinned demon was gone. And with her went Jol’s hopes of escape. 

He’d heard of men who went insane in places like this. Surely the mad scribblings on the walls were proof positive that those who’d come before Jol had had a very hard time of it. But he’d never expected something like this to happen to him. He wondered how it could possibly get any worse. 

He didn’t need to wonder for long. Late on the third day of his imprisonment, when Jol had already lost all track of time, he got his first visitor. 


Lord Vespasian. 

The sound of a cell door opening in the distance alerted him to the fact that he was no longer alone. Later on, Jol would feel ashamed of himself for the way he sprang from his narrow cot, racing to the bars of his cell, gripping the metal as he strained to see who it could be. He felt like a dog waiting for its master to come home, though after three days without human contact he was beginning to feel a bit loopy. 

Vespasian didn’t have a hair out of place. His boots were shined, and his clothes were freshly laundered, which threw into stark relief the way Jol had been rotting away for the last three days. A single guard accompanied him down the hallway. As he reached Jol’s cell, Lord Vespasian lifted a hand, dismissing the man and sending him back the way he came. 

“Rivers,” Vespasian said by way of greeting. “I’d ask you how you’re doing, blacksmith, but all I have to do to be informed of that is to look at you.” 

Jol didn’t glance down. He knew what he looked like, and he didn’t care. He’d had no choice in the matter, and so there was nothing for him to be ashamed of. It wasn’t as if a servant regularly came to this level of the dungeon to give the inmates baths. 

A million questions filled Jol’s mind. Though it had only been three days since he’d been thrown into the dungeon (and in truth, Jol’s brain could have put the number anywhere from two days to a week), great changes must have been happening in the Lyceum. By now, everyone knew what had happened to him, along with Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook. 

Were people revolting? Did they accept Vespasian’s story about Jol being a traitor? 

There were so many things he could ask. 


But only one truly mattered. 

“My women,” he said, lifting his gaze to meet Lord Vespasian’s. “Are they alright?” 

The force in his voice was such that Vespasian took a step backwards, his eyes widening. But he quickly recovered, and his smug, dismissive expression returned. 

“They would be the first thing you ask about, wouldn’t they?” the inquisitor hissed. “Both of your women live, blacksmith. Though not for long.” 

Jol’s fingers tightened on the bars. Strength burned in his limbs, and he was so angry he felt that he might rip the heavy iron away and free himself before strangling Vespasian where he stood. But of course the bars did not budge. 

“If you harm a hair on their heads,” Jol promised, “I swear I’ll—” 

Vespasian snickered. “It won’t be me, blacksmith,” the man said, spreading his arms. “It’ll be the hangman. An agent of the Crown, performing his duly declared duties.” 

“An execution?” 

“Precisely.” Vespasian’s smirk was even crueler than Jol could have imagined. “You missed the trial, blacksmith. It was today. Your women made quite the study on the stand. They could hardly contain themselves—” 

Jol wasn’t consciously in control of what happened next. His hand slammed through the bars, reaching for Vespasian. Only quick thinking by the inquisitor kept Jol from seizing his cowl and slamming the man’s face into the iron—which wouldn’t have won Jol’s freedom, but would have at least made him feel better about what was happening. 

“You bastard!” Jol growled. “You’re a traitor! How dare you hurt them!” 

Vespasian’s expression curdled. “So you did hear everything,” he muttered darkly. “No matter. You’re never seeing the outside of this cell, blacksmith. You can scream all you want, and nobody will hear you.” He glanced up, seeing the scribbles all over the stone walls of Jol’s cell. “Perhaps you can carve your words into the rock, so that the next poor fool who comes here has to see it…” 


“Tell me what happened,” Jol demanded. “Tell me!” 

A smug, sleazy smile spread across Vespasian’s face. “It was quite the touching scene,” the man said, grinning as if he was recalling an excellent play or other entertainment he’d seen the previous night. “Both of your women broke down on the stand, blacksmith. They argued for their very lives. In Lady Aeronwen’s case, she made a proper go of it, and for a few moments I almost thought she’d won life imprisonment rather than the hangman’s noose. She always was a popular teacher, you know. But the evidence was terribly against her.” 

“Evidence?” Jol’s blood went cold. “What evidence?” 

Vespasian laughed. “You should know by now how we operate, Rivers. Once Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook were arrested, a thorough search was ordered of their private quarters. We located a treasure trove of documents in both instances—missives that proved both of your women’s relationship with the dark side began early, and continued for nearly their entire college careers. By the time we were done, no one doubted the truth of it.” 

“You planted evidence.” Jol’s stomach burned. “You framed them?” 

Vespasian leaned forward, grinning like a fox. “You really are a slow one, blacksmith. I want you to know—I had no personal animus against you. I almost liked you, in fact. You’re headstrong, and about as smart as a bull charging for the fighter’s capote. But you have that ruddy likeability that I see in so many members of the peasant class.” 

“Fuck you.” 

Vespasian smirked. “All that changed when you tried to kill me,” the inquisitor said. He seemed to regard it as a personal slight. “I can overlook many things, Jol Rivers. I’ve had to quite often in my line of work. But I don’t take kindly to assassination attempts.” 

Jol stared at the man’s eyes, shaking his head. A mad realization was beginning to steal over him, though he fought like hell to keep the implications from worming their way into his brain. If he began to believe what he was thinking, he might truly go mad. 

“You… you’re not working for him, are you?” Jol whispered. There, it was out. “The Autarch.” 

Vespasian looked amazed. “You really don’t get it, do you, blacksmith?” 

“Enlighten me.” 

The torchlight danced on Vespasian’s face. “We all work for the Autarch, blacksmith. Whether we know it or not. That’s how the world works. Some of us are more cognizant of that fact—” he pointed upstairs, which Jol took to mean he was indicating Dean Dirk, “—and others are utterly ignorant of the forces that really move the world.” His finger pointed at Jol. 

“You’re insane,” Jol spat. “Utterly insane.” 

“The world is insane,” Vespasian shrugged. “Men worship the beast that ripped the Creator from the gardens of paradise. The so-called ‘great and mighty’ among us scheme like teenage girls, plotting to stab each other in the back over crumbs of wealth and status. We fight and die in this silly shadowplay of a war, never knowing that the strings leading from our bodies and those of the heathen mages are connected to the same hand. The same puppetmaster. It is his hand, blacksmith. All that we think we see are merely shadows on the wall of a cave. He calls the tune, and we dance to it gleefully.” 

It seemed to Jol that Vespasian was the most wicked of men. There were those who lived their lives trying their best to do good, and those who callously and eagerly did evil to their fellow men. The first were meant to be rewarded and the second punished, but even a man as simple as Jol knew that the opposite was more often than not the case. 

But Lord Vespasian? Lord Vespasian saw evil. He knew the truth. He walked through his life fully cognizant of the sham his role as inquisitor truly was—knowing that his true role was to enforce the status quo, to pretend to enforce the law while those he served flagrantly broke it. 

He knew. 

And he did nothing. 

As far as Jol was concerned, that made him the most evil bastard he’d ever met. 

“And me?” Jol asked. “Was I not mentioned at trial?” 

Vespasian perked up. “Oh, yes indeed,” the man said, his manner filled with a jovial good humor that Jol found poisonous. “You were a topic of much discussion, Mr. Rivers. Much of it was directed towards your guilt versus your innocence. Were you just a patsy, blinded by your love for Lady Aeronwen and your lust for Jessamyn Silverbrook? Or were you secretly the puppetmaster, pulling at the women’s strings all along?” 

Jol hated the comparison. “If you’d put me on the stand, I could have told you,” he said, grinning fiercely at the thought. “And a great deal more besides.” 

He expected Vespasian to scoff at that. Instead, the man’s expression fell. It took Jol a moment to realize he was doing it on purpose, that this was some kind of joke. 

“Everyone wishes they could,” he said, slowly shaking his head. “It’s a shame the Crown never got the opportunity. Much could have been clarified…” 


Jol’s blood turned to ice water in his veins. “Excuse me?” 

“Oh! You didn’t know? You’re dead, blacksmith.” 

Huh? Jol made a show of looking down at his body—a mistake, for he truly looked awful. “I don’t feel like I’m dead.” 

Now Vespasian did snicker. “When imperial troops came to take you away, you fought back,” the man explained, relating the events like they were something Jol should have remembered rather than something entirely invented. “You made quite the go of it, blacksmith. Some people inclined to feel sympathy towards you might have called it heroic, if it weren’t for the bitter, brutal ending.” 

Jol stared at the man, hate curling its fingers around his heart. “You faked my death,” he growled. 

“It’s only fair,” Vespasian said with more of that poisonous good humor. “Seeing as you faked Tyssa’s. The girl, however, is not dead, and the entire Lyceum knows it. Eventually, she’ll be caught and brought to justice.” 

It was a small, silver lining in the black cloud of Jol’s circumstances. At least one person had managed to get away from all this madness. Perhaps Tyssa could live a good life somewhere, far away from the Second Empire and its insane contradictions. 

“She doesn’t matter,” Vespasian muttered to himself. “She’s a trifle, nothing. The real prize is Lady Aeronwen. Once she’s dead, morale among the Lyceum will be lower than ever before. It will be no trouble then to centralize the entire office and bring it under the auspices of the Inquisition…” 

So that was the man’s plan. It should have made Jol feel triumphant to hear the words spill so casually from Lord Vespasian’s lips. Instead, all he felt was despair. For there was only one reason the man would so easily confess things like this to Jol. 

He truly never expected the blacksmith to leave his cell. 

He believed Jol was going to die here. 

Jol had to believe he was wrong. And in believing, he knew he needed to know as much about Vespasian’s plans as possible. It would be no trouble to push him now; not when he considered Jol a dead man walking. 

“So you’re going to take over the school, is that it?” he asked, managing to put a little vitriol into his words. “Gotta say, I expected more from you, Vespasian. That’s grade-school level evil.” 

The man shook his head, chuckling. “It’s not evil. It’s necessary. Above all, the transition must be made smooth. The more friction there is in the handover, the more people will suffer. The more death and pain will spread throughout the Second Empire, blacksmith. But I suppose none of that matters to you as long as you’re getting a little pussy.” 

The expletive was so shocking that Jol did a double take. 

“Oh yes,” Vespasian continued. “Rest assured, blacksmith—those among the Lyceum who still don’t believe you to be an agent of the Autarch think terrible things about you. They’re already using your name as an epithet—apparently it means someone who betrays their own principles and beliefs in order to gain success with a member of the opposite sex. All men and women look down on such a person, Jol. And from now on, they will forever associate such behavior with you.” 

Vespasian looked supremely smug about this. Jol, however, didn’t care. He’d never cared what other men thought. If he had, he’d never have formed a relationship with Aeronwen and Jessamyn at the same time. He’d never have come to Keynes in the first place. 

He’d never have joined the Expeditionary Force. He wouldn’t be the man he was today. 


Jol clung to that knowledge. It awakened something in him, and made him realize that his situation was perhaps not as hopeless as it seemed. Vespasian had given him a great amount of information—more than he’d been expecting to get out of the man, in fact—and now he knew exactly how to clear his name. 

All he had to do was escape. 

Perhaps Lord Vespasian noticed the change that stole over Jol. The man’s expression fell, turning from gloating into open contempt. “As for you, Rivers, your part in this is over,” the man spat. “Tomorrow night, at sundown, Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook will be publicly hanged. Once they’re dead, no one on the campus will remember you as anything other than a figure of tragic hubris—a cautionary tale about thinking with the head between your legs rather than the one attached to your neck.” 

“I’m going to kill you,” Jol said. 

He said it with such certainty that Vespasian’s mouth snapped shut. 

“If you were smart, you’d open this cell and kill me right now,” Jol said, a fierce grin spreading across his face. “This is the best shot you’re going to get, Vespasian. Because once I get out of here, I have no intention of allowing you anything like a fair fight.” 

The man’s gaze flickered to the lock on the cell door. For a moment, Jol wondered if he might actually do it—then he knew Vespasian would not. 

“I could call a half-dozen guards into this room and have you beaten to death, Rivers,” the inquisitor growled. “You wouldn’t be able to do anything about that!” 

Jol just shrugged. “Do it, then,” he taunted, “and find out.” 

Something inside of Vespasian shrank away from the look on Jol’s face. 


It shouldn’t have been so; Vespasian had all of the power, and Jol less than none. 

Yet neither of them standing in that dark, dingy cell doubted which one of them was the intruder, and which was the master. 

“Bah!” Vespasian threw his hands into the air, dismissing his own anxiety with a gesture. “That’s too good for you, blacksmith. You deserve to waste away down here. Soon those impressive muscles of yours will wither, and your self-confidence will shatter like a plate-glass window. You’ll be able to see the bones protruding beneath your skin, more and more with each passing day, and even if someone did open the door to your cell, you wouldn’t have the strength to walk up the stairs to freedom…” 

Jol yawned. 

Vespasian cast a final, poisonous glance in Jol’s direction, then stalked out of the hall. 

Once he was gone, Jol returned to his cot. His hands, which he’d been taking pains to conceal from Vespasian, shook madly for several minutes until he’d calmed down. Finally his heart began to slow and his thoughts began to move again. 

His women were going to be killed. His world was going to be destroyed. And not even his familiar demon could come and help him. 

Fine. He’d do it on his own. 

Jol rose from the cot and moved to the stone wall. He had a great deal of work to do. 
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It was several hours before Jol saw the first flash. 

His fingers had been tracing the grooves in the wall of his cell over and over again, until the effort began to resemble a monk’s meditation rituals. He’d tried everything he could think of: following the natural curves of the rock, tracing the symbols of every alphabet he’d ever seen, and even doing some random scribbles in the hope of catching something. But nothing had happened. 

He’d tried so hard to exercise his unique magic. Jol remembered the cellar, and the way he’d felt when his fingers traced the edges of that sigil carved on the rear wall of the underground basement. A sizzle like boiling blood passed through him, and purple flames exploded from his fingertips to bring the sigil to life. 

It was magic. Magic he could do without being tied to a blacksmith’s forge. Magic he hadn’t learned at the Lyceum. Perhaps it was magic that he could perform even with an odalisque on. 

And doing it again was the only chance he had. 

He worked his fingers over the stone until they ached and blistered, discovering nothing. In vain he tried to remember the sigil he’d seen painted in the basement of the strange building on the edge of the Lyceum, creating several dozen crude facsimiles of it that were nearly copies of the real thing. None of them activated anything inside of him. None of them brought the flames from his fingertips. 

In desperation, he walked the length and breadth of the room, searching for some form of inspiration. His gaze rose to the mad scribblings along the walls, the leavings of other poor souls who’d been left to rot in the deepest, darkest point of the imperial dungeon. Most of their words meant nothing to him; a few chilled him. 

It was during his search that he found what he was looking for. 

Tucked away in a corner of the cell were rantings and ravings of a different nature. They spoke of the Seven, as so many of the crazed ramblings did, but these seemed almost… personal. Jol found himself scrutinizing these for far longer than the other scribbles, and as he did so, a memory stirred in the back of his beleaguered mind. 

An underground tomb. A city hidden in the hills. A door, behind which was something unimaginable… 

He shuddered. Underneath the scribbles, the remains of a piece of chalk sat in the corner of the cell. Whoever had been here before him must have either smuggled it into the prison with them, or been given the writing instrument by a sympathetic guard. 

Jol picked it up, staring at the tiny amount that was left. His gaze flickered to the wall: 

They reach out into our world they touch men and women they call them exalted 

He walked to the other side of the room, where there was a bare patch of stone. 

How dare they call them exalted when really what they mean is damned 

He took the chalk and ran it across the stone, testing it, and watched the white mark form— 

Always watching always seeking always tugging the strings you can never escape you’re in a glass box all eyes on you ALL EYES ON YOU ALWAYS WATCHING— 

Gritting his teeth, Jol Rivers formed a picture in his mind. It was no trouble to recall that symbol, for it had changed his life in ways he was only just beginning to understand. He stood before the buried door, behind which lurked a horror unimagined by men except for in their darkest nightmares. 


There’d been a symbol on that door. A symbol— 

All eyes on you exalted one 

—of a massive red eye. 

Jol’s chalk was white, not red, but he sensed the color mattered little. He sketched the symbol from memory, drawing a massive eye across the stone. Its lid was barely visible, the lashes extending from its top more like a porcupine’s quills than something a young man expected to be batted at him in a gesture of attraction. 

Drawing the eye used up the tiny amount of chalk that remained. The final smear Jol pushed into the wall, forming an eyelash. His finger touched the symbol, connecting with something he barely understood. 

A sudden wind blew through the dungeon. 

And purple flames surrounded Jol Rivers’s fingers. 

Suddenly the world around him no longer existed. He’d been ripped away from it, and was now floating suspended in darkness, surrounded by thick wreaths of purple flame. The dungeon beneath Keynes might as well have been on the surface of the moon for all Jol was concerned. He blinked, expecting the vision to vanish like a desert hallucination, but it remained. 

He screamed. No sound emerged from his throat. 

A voice like a tomb echoed in his head. To his horror, he realized he recognized that voice. It was the same one he’d heard as a teenager, what felt like a lifetime ago, while he’d been searching the ruins near the Expeditionary Force’s camp at Lord Edding’s command. 

“What do you lack?” it hissed. 

The same words he’d heard as a teenager. He remembered it all now; the horror, the fear, the desperation as he ran away from the Lord of Bitterness. He knew now that it was his foolishness that got Lord Edding’s other two men killed, though time had weathered his memory to such a degree that he could no longer recall their names. That felt wrong; he ought to have been able to remember. 


His hand reached for a pair of glasses he no longer wore—had not needed since he was sixteen. 

This time, the words did not destroy Jol’s mind. He stood his ground, his hands on the wall next to the glowing glyph as his mind swirled away into the endless expanse of darkness all around. 

What did he lack? 

He had a simple enough answer for that. 

“I want to get out of here,” he said, forcing the words out between his cracked lips. 

He heard those words, though no sound he’d made so far reached his own ears. A great wind blew around him, as if the creature lurking in the darkness was waiting to suck him into its open maw. For a moment, something shifted beyond the edge of his vision, and he glimpsed a massive being moving in the shadows. 

He only saw it for a moment, but that single moment was nearly enough to paralyze Jol. Whatever waited in that no-place was filled with such a menace that it seemed life itself was its enemy. He caught a glimpse of dark, oval eyes, sickly green skin, and fangs the size of buildings. In the deepest oceans, it was said that species of fish lurked that resembled ancient monsters. Every now and then, a fisherman would dredge one of these specimens of monster from the depths and pull it into his boat, nearly dying of fright in the process. 

What Jol saw out of the corner of his eye reminded him of one of those fish. Like something that should only exist deep beneath the waves, formed by the presence of colossal pressures and immense forces. Like something that ought not to exist in the world where men laughed and drank and flourished. 


The menace was grinning at him. 

“There will be a cost,” the creature informed him. Its voice no longer boomed inside of his head, pummeling the interior of his skull with enough force to destroy it. It caressed the folds of his brain; touching him with a sickly-sweet sensation that made him want to retch. “It may be more than you are willing to pay, Exalted One.” 

Exalted One. Jol shuddered. That was what Envy called him, as well. He wished dearly the demoness were here—that there was anyone who could have helped him out of this predicament save for one of the Seven. 

“Just tell me this,” Jol managed. Somehow his voice kept working in that place, far away from the mortal realm. “Aeronwen. Jessamyn. You won’t take them from me, will you?” 

The creature paused, thinking. 

Then Jol was hit with the worst sensation of his life. 

It felt like spiders crawling all over his body. Except the spiders were inside of his skull, worming their way around the meat of his brain. The feeling was so disgusting that he wanted to scream; only the sheer horror of the sensation kept him from shrieking like a small child. It wasn’t merely the physical, either. He could feel the Lord of Bitterness inside of him, combing through his memories the way an imperial secretary searches through a filing cabinet. 

For long moments, brief bursts of memory assaulted him. He saw Aeronwen the way she’d been when he first met her at his forge in Littlereach; then he saw her rolling over in bed at the Black Hand Tavern, insisting that she wanted to remain beneath the blankets with him all day. Aeronwen was replaced just as quickly with Jessamyn; Jessamyn teasing him gently at the forge, sitting in his lap with that short skirt, begging for his load while Aeronwen caressed her shoulders and breasts from behind. 

Jol’s lips peeled back over his teeth. Sharing that memory with one of the Seven felt like sacrilege. 

“They will not die,” the Lord of Bitterness assured Jol. “Not die as they will within a day, as they will now. Will you accept my gift, Exalted One?” 

It was the only thing he really cared about. All the rest of it—the pain, the fear, the terrible things that could happen to him—felt minor by comparison. As long as his harem lived. As long as his family was free from harm. 

For them, Jol Rivers would do just about anything. 

“Yes,” Jol said. In the real world, his forehead pressed against the glowing glyph on the cell wall. Sparks of purple magic passed from it to him, briefly illuminating his body. Inside of his mind, he floated in the darkness, wreathed by a world-destroying enclosure of flame. “Yes, I will. Yes.” 

There was a brief pause. “It is done. You will soon be freed.” 

Jol’s knees shook. Was that all there was to this? Or had he just done something terrible, which could not be taken back? 

“I will contact you soon,” the Lord of Bitterness whispered in his mind. “We will speak of the cost, Exalted. And how you can repay me for this favor.” 

Already, the walls of flame around Jol were beginning to fade. A sense of panic welled up within him, the muscles of his throat beginning to seize. 

“Wait!” he cried, the strange vision fading as quickly as it appeared. “What did you do? How are you going to get me out of here?” 

There was no reply. The darkness faded, and Jol stood next to the wall of his cell once more. 


What happened next was awfully undignified. But Jol was at the end of his rope. He’d been pushed to his breaking point and then some, and to have his mind rifled through by an eldritch demigod with the promise of salvation only to have it snatched away at the last moment felt like the cruelest of ironies. He didn’t take it well. 

Jol stomped across the floor of his cell, screaming. He beat his breast, slammed his fists against his narrow cot, roaring with rage. He yelled until his throat became sore, ranting and raving at the sheer unfairness of it all. While he did it, his mind filled with the same images the Lord of Bitterness had cataloged while searching through his head. Aeronwen and Jessamyn, their loving faces and beautiful bodies. The passion they’d experienced. The secrets they’d shared. 

Jol had never experienced anything like it before. And now, he was never going to experience it again. 

He was going to die down here! Lost, forgotten, and alone—! 

Jol froze. A sound from far down the hall caught his attention. 

Someone was on their way to his cell. 

He raced to the bars, placing his face between them. Who had arrived to disturb his solitude? Had Lord Vespasian changed his mind and sent those half-dozen assassins after all, or was something else going on? Had the Crown found another prisoner they wished to dispose of at the bottommost level of the dungeon? 

Neither turned out to be true. The figure that turned the corner and made their way to Jol’s cell was solitary, wearing a large black robe that covered them from head to toe. A thick hood blocked their face, keeping their features from being seen. 

The figure carried a small wooden tray, on which a bowl and a plate were balanced. There was fresh-baked bread on the tray, along with a small amount of smoked meat and some anemic-looking vegetables. The sight of the food was almost as surprising as that of the visitor. 


The robed figure paused at the entrance to Jol’s cell. They knelt down and slid the plate through a tiny slot at the bottom of the wall, a gap just large enough for the plate and the food to pass through without contacting the iron. 

Jol stared. Is this the person who brings me my meals while I sleep? He wondered. No. If that were the case, they would have waited until he was unconscious to arrive. And that person only ever brought scraps and slop—not fine food the likes of which was eaten in the Lyceum’s cafeteria. 

He blinked. His senses were not deceiving him—it was food from the Lyceum cafeteria. 

What in the world? 

“Jol?” the hooded figure asked. Their voice was muffled by the heavy hood, but Jol felt almost as if he recognized it. “Are you alright?” 

He honestly wasn’t sure. “Who… who are you?” he asked, gripping the bars. “What are you doing, bringing this meal all the way into the depths of the dungeon?” 

The figure didn’t respond right away. Instead, they glanced back and forth, surveilling both sides of the cell block. “Are you alone down here?” they asked. 

Jol blinked, torn between rage and telling himself the figure before him had to be some kind of a hallucination. He stared at the figure’s cowl, trying to see the face beneath the fabric. 

“Look around you,” he said, just managing to keep the bitterness from his voice. “You’re standing in the sub-basement of hell, stranger. What do you think?” 

The figure was evidently satisfied. Slowly, they pulled back their hood. 


“I think that hell or heaven is all in what you make of it,” the figure said, grinning wickedly. “For example, I’m feeling pretty divine now that I know you’re not dead…!” 

Jol’s jaw dropped open. 

Gwen stood before him, the tiny jewel in her nose sparkling in the torchlight. 

“You…” Jol whispered, reaching out to the young woman. A part of him dared not believe that she was real—it would have been too much to hope for. “Are you really there, Gwen? Is this just my mind, conjuring up a feverish fantasy of escape?” 

The redhead giggled in response. “Here,” Gwen purred, stepping closer. “I’ll prove it to you.” 

And without an ounce of shame, the voluptuous student pulled Jol to her and kissed him through the bars. 

After three days of solitary confinement in the dungeon, the last thing Jol had prepared himself for was to be making out with a beautiful young student. He stiffened as Gwen’s mouth opened against his, her eager tongue sliding into his mouth. Then nature took over, and Jol’s arm snaked through the bars to grab a handful of Gwen’s firm, round ass. 

Gods, but she was a hearty girl! She had curves in all the right places, and you couldn’t beat her cheery attitude and sunny disposition. The fact that she flirted with Jol like it was her favorite sport certainly didn’t hurt, either. 

Perhaps it was just the thrill of being saved, or the relief of possibly escaping his cell. But Jol was suddenly looking at Gwen in ways he never had before. Ways that she’d been looking at him plenty, to be fair. 

Gwen broke the kiss first, gasping. “God-in-flesh,” the redhead chuckled, looking at him with wide, amazed eyes. “That was most definitely worth waiting for…” 


Jol couldn’t help but agree. “Tell me you’ve got some way of getting me out of this cell,” he asked, his fingers gripping the bars and doing his best to shake them. “Please…” 

Gwen answered him with a smirk. “Never fear,” the redhead said, reaching into the baggy, shapeless robes she wore as a disguise. “You think I’d come down here with just food, Jol? I’ve got exactly what you’re looking for.” 

Inside of Gwen’s robe was a small silver key. Jol watched as the student fit it into the lock, turning it quickly. For a moment he feared the thing was so small and slight that it would snap off in the lock, then he heard the telltale click that told him the gate was free. 

Jol moved it to the side, feeling almost like he was about to cry. Gwen jumped into his arms, embracing him and burying her face in his chest. Her long red curls fell around him, and he could feel the twin mounds of her breasts pushing against his midsection. Her nipples poked into him, hard and stiff. 

Gwen held him tighter than tight, then started to chuckle. “God-in-flesh,” the redhead said, glancing up into his eyes. “You stink, blacksmith!” 

She didn’t look as if she minded at all. 

“You’d smell pretty rotten too if you had to spend God-in-flesh only knows how many days down here,” Jol said, shaking his head. “Thank you so much for coming down here and saving me, Gwen. I… I owe you greatly.” 

She brushed his words aside with a gesture. “It was really David’s idea,” she confessed, dropping her voice to a haughty whisper. “But I insisted on being the one to come down and save you personally. The rest of the gang is waiting a couple of stories up, making sure the coast is clear when we make our way back to the surface.” 

Would wonders never cease? “The… the rest of the gang?” 

Gwen’s brows furrowed together. “David, Erika and Junji,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her heavy breasts. “What, did you think we were just going to abandon you?” 

As a matter of fact, he had. “I had no idea anyone still believed in me,” he told the redhead. “Thank you—all of you. You’re true friends.” 

“Hopefully a little bit more than just friends,” Gwen said with a wink. “But we can save that for once you’ve finished your thrilling heroics, Jol.” She wrinkled her nose, smiling through what was clearly quite the stench. “And perhaps after you’ve managed to find a bath…” 

Jol’s mind whirled with questions. “How did you even know I was alive?” he asked the redhead. Then the answer to his own question occurred to him. “You must have spoken with the Lady Aeronwen,” he suggested, “or Jessamyn. Both of them know that Vespasian took me alive—that I wasn’t killed…” 

A strange look spread across the redhead’s face. “Actually, it’s the strangest damned thing,” she admitted, suddenly no longer able to look him squarely in the face. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you…” 

A vision of purple flames wreathing an endless darkness filled Jol’s mind. “Try me,” he rasped. 

Gwen hesitated, then pushed forward. “Well, okay,” she admitted, her natural grin rising to the surface through her anxieties. “Last night, I had a dream about you.” 

Jol’s brows rose. 

“Not that kind of dream!” Gwen said, playfully punching him on the shoulder. “Though I do have those from time to time about you, Jol. No, this was very different. I saw you here, in the dungeon, trapped and in need of help.” 

You were sent that dream, Jol thought, his blood turning to ice water in his veins. The fact that she’d received it the previous night, long before he’d made his arrangement with the Lord of Bitterness, did not bother Jol in the slightest. He knew that the laws of cause and effect were strange where beings like the Seven were concerned. Something deep inside of Jol knew from whence the dream came. 

“So I woke up this morning and told the other inklings about it,” Gwen explained, making it almost sound like a juicy bit of gossip. “And you know what the crazy thing was?” 

“All of you had the same dream,” Jol said, realizing. “Wait—the inklings?” 

“It’s just what we call ourselves,” Gwen said, giving him a self-conscious look. “We decided we needed a name for our group.” 

“I understand that,” Jol said. “But inklings?” 

“We were thinking of you,” Gwen said, frowning gently. 

“Me?” 

“Jol,” Gwen said, laughing, “you’re more in love with the written word than any man I’ve ever known. You treat the books you check out from the library with even more reverence than your girlfriends. We knew we had to have some form of literary theme with our group name…” 

Jol was amazed. “I’m flattered,” he said, putting a hand on Gwen’s hip. “Thank you. All of you.” 

A blush rose to Gwen’s cheeks. “I’m glad you brought this up with me now,” she chuckled, brushing off his sincerity. “If you’d asked these questions upstairs, I’m afraid poor Junji would have been mortified. He was the one really pushing for inklings, you know. But before that…” 

Gwen took out a set of shears from a pocket in her robe. They looked like any tool a tailor might use for his craft. She clutched it tightly in her hands. Magic flowed from her fingertips into the shears, causing them to glow with a faint blue light. 


“What…?” Jol began to say. 

Gwen snipped the odalisque off his neck. The magic-deadening necklace fell away in halves and crumbled to dust before it could hit the floor. Gwen’s shears disintegrated, too. She winked at him. “Now you’re truly free,” she said. 

“Thank you,” Jol replied, relief flooding him alongside his magic. “Let’s get moving.” 

Together, the pair made their way up the stairs. Neither Jol nor Gwen ran into any guards on their way out of the dungeon’s lowest quarters, which only confirmed to him that he truly was being thrown into the lowest, most forbidding hole a man could be forgotten in. There weren’t even patrols this far down—the people trapped in these cells were meant to neither be seen nor heard again. 

They found the rest of the inklings three stories up, just as Gwen suggested. All of them wore the same thick, shapeless robes, and they all threw off their hoods as the pair approached. 

“Holy shit,” Erika whispered, her blue eyes widening. “It’s him. He really was down there…!” 

“The dream was real,” Junji agreed. “Jol’s not dead!” 

David came forward and gave Jol a manly hug. “Good to see you, brother,” the blonde student said, glancing from Jol to Gwen and back again. “I’m sure Gwennie was more than happy to welcome you back into the land of the living…” 

The others snickered at that. Gwen’s cheeks flushed almost as red as her hair. 

“She’s a wonderful girl,” Jol said, unwilling to let them mock one of their members even gently. “All of you are. Gwen told me about your new group name, and I have to say, I’m flattered.” 

“Oh… that,” Junji said. He’d thought Gwen could flush! “That was just a thing, you know?” 

David brushed it off. “You’re alive, Jol, and that’s the important thing. Here, put this on.” 

The youth held a shapeless robe, a virtual twin to the ones the rest of the inklings were wearing. Jol threw it on over his clothes, the fresh smell of laundered fabric making a heroic effort to cover up the stench of the dungeon. From the way the rest of the inklings wrinkled their nose, it only partially worked. 

“Good,” David said, brushing down the sides of the robe. “Throw that hood up, and you can probably walk right out of here without anyone noticing. We’ve got a boat waiting for you by the docks.” 

Huh? A boat? 

It must have shown on his face. “We’re leaving,” Gwen said, taking Jol’s hand. “You and me—I’m to accompany you to your destination.” 

“My destination?” Jol was flummoxed. “Why would I leave the city?” 

The inklings all shared glances. “We’ve been in contact with Lord Ardor’s people,” Erika explained. “The ones who’ve been sheltering Tyssa at one of his country mansions. They’ve agreed to give you sanctuary.” 

“You can get out,” Gwen said, giving him a serious nod. “If they find you, Jol, they’ll hang you right along with the rest of the conspirators. It’s not safe for you at the Lyceum.” 

Jol was already shaking his head. “I’m not leaving,” he insisted. “Not without my women.” 

A little tremor passed through Gwen’s frame. “So possessive,” she whispered, in a tone that implied she dearly wanted him to talk the same way about her. “Remind me to never let any other man touch me, Jol…” 

“They wouldn’t dare,” said Jol with a smirk. “Not once we stop what’s going to happen, in any case.” 

The rest of the inklings all shared glances. “Stop?” Junji managed. “What, the execution?” 

A strange impulse formed in the back of Jol’s head. He couldn’t say why he did what he did next, only that it felt right. Perhaps it was some residue from the Lord of Bitterness’s ‘gift’—or perhaps it was just good old-fashioned intuition. 

“I believe you have something that belongs to me,” Jol told Junji. “I’d like it now, if you please.” 

The young man’s mouth dropped open. 

“I told you,” David said, his eyes alight like he’d just received confirmation that Jol was a figure out of legend. “I fucking told you, dude! He just knows!” 

With a shocked expression, Junji reached into his robe and pulled out a pair of slim, well-forged daggers. Jol’s daggers, which he hadn’t seen since the night he jumped from a window and raced across the Inner Island fighting against time, trying to save his women. 

This time, he wouldn’t fail. 

Jol took the daggers and twirled them in his hands. The students watched with shock and amazement as Jol tested the weapons’ weight, tossing them into the air and catching them like a juggler. 

Then he did something that even surprised him. 

His fingers gripped the hilts, doing something that required his concentration. The metal of both daggers glowed purple, casting shadows on the wall of the stairwell, and for a brief instant flames appeared on the tips of both blades. 

Magic. Jol’s magic. The type that only he could perform. 

He could control it now. No forge necessary. 

“Wow,” David whispered, stunned. “What is that?” 


Jol glanced up from his weapons with a smirk. “I’m honestly not certain,” he told the group. “But I have a sneaking suspicion we’re all about to find out.” 
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“Students and teachers of the Lyceum,” Dean Dirk said, his voice amplified by magic. “Thank you so much for joining us this evening. In a few moments, the festivities will begin…” 

If Dean Dirk’s voice sounded a great deal more gravelly and garbled than it had been in years passed, the crowd massed in front of the central government building thought nothing of it. After all, the man had recently survived an attack on his life. According to all the reports, the Dean had barely escaped the trap set by Jol Rivers and his co-conspirators, fleeing a building filled with poison gas moments before it would have exploded and killed hundreds of people. If that all sounded rather far-fetched, well: there was no profit in questioning the official story. 

It was a chilly evening, and the sun had just begun to dip beneath the skyline of the imperial capital. Peasants, artisans, and government officials waited at the bridge over the Helt, waiting for official clearance to enter the Inner Island and view the execution of the Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook. It was rumored that even some members of the royal family were secretly in attendance, though of course none of the common people could confirm a thing like that. 

Lord Vespasian stood atop the raised platform, staring down at the crowd like a hawk surveying a river filled with fish. He and the rest of the guards around the gallows were all dressed in their finest frippery, despite the fact that the evening darkness hid the fine work they’d taken in polishing their boots and accessories. 

If any ordinary person in the crowd looked up and into Lord Vespasian’s eyes, they would have seen nothing but the haughty, high-class looks of a man for whom the common people were little more than an irritant. Only Jol Rivers, watching from his high perch with a spyglass, noted the haunted, hunted look in the inquisitor’s eyes. 


“He’s nervous,” Jol grunted, taking the spyglass from his eye. He handed it over to Gwen, who took a long look at the platform. “I wonder if he’s going to do something unexpected?” 

Jol and the rest of the inklings were lying atop a roof on the opposite side of the square. No one had noticed them, thanks to a minor invisibility spell Junji was currently using most of his concentration to keep running. It wouldn’t stop scrying, or a well-trained imperial mage, but none of the crowds down below had noticed them yet. A good thing, as far as Jol was concerned. 

“I doubt it,” David said. “The man’s establishment through and through.” 

“I don’t know,” Gwen giggled, grinning as she watched the proceedings through a spyglass. “Lord Vespasian has always had a flair for the dramatic. If the man was suddenly going to turn into a hero out of nowhere, he’d certainly decide to do so at an event like this.” 

Jol doubted Vespasian had the ability to do anything heroic. “He’s not going to try and save the women,” he grunted, shaking his head at the ridiculousness of the idea. “But he is worried about something. I wish I knew what it was.” 

At the podium, Dean Dirk was guiding the crowd through a few preliminary matters. The man was clearly diminished, which didn’t bother Jol in the slightest. He was a traitor at heart, and if that weighed heavily on his soul, it was no less than what he deserved. He just wondered how the Lyceum swallowed the lie that Dirk had been ‘grievously injured’ during Jol’s plot, while Lord Vespasian had managed to get away with nothing more than minor cuts and bruises. 

He supposed the common people didn’t really think of things like that. They were far too busy going on with their own lives to care. 

“Shit, it looks like they’re starting,” David called, crawling to the edge of the roof with Jol. “They’re going to be bringing the prisoners out soon—” 

“Aeronwen,” Jol corrected. “And Jessamyn. They’re not prisoners—” 

“Until we free them, they are,” Gwen said agreeably. “Shit, here they come. You got those ropes ready, Erika?” 

Junji’s invisibility spell was not limited to the five figures sitting on the gently slanted roof. It also encompassed a pair of thick, heavy ropes, stretched from the edge of the rooftop to a building on the opposite side of the square. They’d snuck across the cobblestones just before sunrise and tied the ropes off, affixing them to the top of a stone doorway beyond the platform where the gallows stood. 

Jol reached out and tested one. Though it was invisible, and his hand appeared to be touching nothing at all, the cord was sturdy. It let out a little twang when he snapped it. 

They were almost ready. 

“Let justice be done on this day,” Dean Dirk was saying. The man was coming to the end of his great, patriotic speech, but most of the people in the crowd had already tuned out and were no longer paying any attention. It was strange how quickly the Dean had diminished in the eyes of the Lyceum and its inhabitants, even though he’d outwardly done nothing wrong. It was as if everyone could smell something on him. 

Jol wondered if Dean Dirk even noticed. Did his crimes eat away at him? Or was he a pragmatic figure like Lord Vespasian, able to compartmentalize the horrible things he did as being good for the Second Empire as a whole? 

Vespasian certainly looked a great deal more hale and hearty than the Dean as he gestured for the guards to bring the prisoners forward. “Lady Aeronwen!” the white-haired inquisitor shouted, his magic-amplified voice sounding as if it were a foot from Jol’s ear. “And Jessamyn Silverbrook!” 

The crowd erupted in a chorus of boos. Even knowing what was going to happen, and having braced for it, Jol found the sheer river of vitriol and bitterness poured out upon the pair of women as they were hustled up onto the platform heartbreaking. His lips peeled back from his teeth, and it took everything inside of him not to leap straight from the roof and run to his women. 

They needed him. They were in trouble! 

Envy, Jol whispered, moving his lips as the words left him at the threshold of audibility. If you’re there, demon, I could really use a little extra assistance today. I don’t know what I did to make you disappear, but if you would just come back, I’m certain we could work it out… 

He closed his eyes, then opened them. In the old days, he would have found Envy laying on her belly next to him, grinning through a mop of dark hair as she asked him how he wanted to play the attack. 

There was no one. Just the inklings and him. 

Then fuck it. He’d do it on his own. 

Dean Dirk was talking, but Vespasian walked right up to the podium and took it over, shunting the weakened Dean to the side. “These criminals stand guilty of treason!” Vespasian shouted. “Together with the traitor Jol Rivers, who has sadly passed beyond the realm where any justice can follow him, Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn Silverbrook plotted the downfall of this institution! More than that, they allowed the dread creatures known as inhumi to penetrate into the heart of the imperial capital itself—an attack which very nearly decapitated the Second Empire’s command structure!” 

It had been nothing of the sort, of course. Even Jol knew that. But the crowd went wild anyway. 

They cheered, less for Vespasian or the abstract notion of justice than for the fact that they were about to witness an execution. Only a few people remained silent; these were mostly instructors of the Lyceum who’d taken a personal liking to Lady Aeronwen. She’d been incredibly popular before all this happened, Jol remembered—there’d even been those who expected her to take over for old Dean Dirk once the man retired. 

“We should start getting ready,” David said. The blonde youth eyed the podium, then gave Jol a nervous glance. “Um. You do have a plan, right, Jol?” 

Jol nodded. “Of course. We ride the ropes down into the crowd. You surround me, keeping the worst of those imperial soldiers off my back. And I save Aeronwen and Jessamyn.” 

When he said it like that, it all sounded so very simple. Yet Jol knew better than any of them what a trial it was going to be. They’d be lucky to escape with their lives, much less win. 

Yet Jol was excited. 

He always felt this way before a battle. And this was just about the biggest battle there was. 

“Under normal circumstances, we would allow the condemned to speak directly to the crowd for a few moments,” Lord Vespasian was saying. “Their last words would be recorded for posterity by the Second Empire’s scribes, giving them a final chance to confess and beg the God-in-flesh for salvation from their crimes.” A grin spread across the inquisitor’s face. “But all of us know that nothing would leave the mouths of these miscreants but lies!” 

The crowd cheered even louder. Clever, Jol thought, shaking his head. He manages to turn the weakness of not being able to allow Aeronwen or Jessamyn to speak into a strength. He was a smooth operator, that Lord Vespasian. 


“And now,” the man said, lifting an arm, “the prisoners will ascend the gallows!” 

The crowd went wild. 

Jol hardly noticed. He only had eyes for the movement at the back of the platform, where several guards were hustling a pair of figures onto the dais. When he saw who it was, his heart skipped a beat. 

Aeronwen. Jessamyn. 

Both of them were dressed to the nines. While Dean Dirk would likely have dressed the women in sackcloth before condemning them to the gallows, Lord Vespasian did indeed have a flair for the dramatic. He’d dressed Lady Aerownen up like a respected member of Parliament, in a fine blue robe with every piece of jewelry the instructor owned and then some. Next to her, Jessamyn Silverbrook wore a slightly more conservative outfit than she usually sported around the Lyceum, but her clothes still clung to her like a second skin. Every man and woman in the crowd who cared to look could tell what she looked like naked. 

Jol saw his women and lost all control. They were his harem. His family. 

Before he knew what he was doing, he was reaching for the rope. 

“Hey, Jol, wait!” Gwen reached for him, but missed. “We’re all supposed to go together—!” 

Jol wasn’t listening. His world had shrunk to a small tunnel, with two very terrified-looking women at the end of it. Saving their lives was his first, last, and only priority. 

He had both hands on the rope and was about to jump when a voice called out over the square. 


“STOP!” 

Jol, fool that he was, thought for a moment the voice was directed at him. Then he saw the crowd parting like the waters of a river before a boulder, moving to either side to admit a figure with a handful of the Lyceum’s guards behind her. 

Jol did a double take, certain he had to be seeing things. Was that Instructor Hannon? 

“This is a farce,” Hannon said, amplifying her own voice with magic. “Let them go, Vespasian. You and the Dean both know that you’re about to execute a pair of innocent women!” 

Heads turned all around the square. Though many people looked as if they were amazed and shocked at the sudden appearance of Instructor Hannon, more than a few had fierce looks in their eyes. A good number of the commoners had been hoping for just something like this to happen. For a last minute reprieve from the madness to come. 

Jol, however, had not seen it coming. 

“Instructor?” Dean Dirk staggered to the podium, momentarily taking control of the proceedings back from Lord Vespasian. “What are you doing? Stand down, now!” 

Instructor Hannon was not going to back down. She stood like a one-woman army, glaring up at the Dean and Lord Vespasian like both of them were the worst students she’d ever taught. A circle of guards surrounded her at a short distance, exactly the way Jol had been planning to instruct the inklings to cover him as he ran for the gallows. 

Apparently, Hannon had the same idea. 

Great minds, Jol thought, seizing on the opportunity. Perhaps we can make this work… 

“Listen to me!” Hannon’s voice boomed over the square, her magic pushing the volume of her words much higher than either Dean Dirk or Lord Vespasian could manage. “What you are witnessing is a bloody parody of justice! Neither Lady Aeronwen nor Jessamyn Silverbrook had anything to do with the attack on our Lyceum. They’re innocent of these charges!” 

Dirk and Vespasian shared a look. Jol watched as a spark passed between the men. More people in the crowd were starting to come around to Hannon’s way of thinking, watching the woman like they were watching a play that had just gotten to the juiciest twist. 

Neither man could just laugh that off. They needed something more substantial. 

“These… are extraordinary claims,” Dean Dirk said, his voice coming through tinny in Jol’s ears. “As any first-year rhetoric student knows, Instructor Hannon, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence to confirm them. What proof do you have that these two women had nothing to do with the attack?” 

“Not to mention the assassination attempt against Dean Dirk and me,” Vespasian added, sounding offended. “That ruffian Jol Rivers tried to have me blown to smithereens!” 

Hannon grimaced. “Jol Rivers is the only person you saw in your quarters,” she said, staring both men down. “And according to you two, Jol Rivers is dead. So where’s the evidence that either of the two people you’re hanging did arrange for that ‘accident’, Vespasian?” 

She had him there. 

“There are many charges beyond that one incident!” the inquisitor snapped. “My judgment is not to be questioned…!” 

“No, of course not.” Hannon turned to the crowd, letting them see her. She spread her arms, as if to show that she was thoroughly one of them—a creature of the Lyceum, bound to it in ways that transcended class or creed. I’m one of you, she was saying, and that man on that stage is NOT. “You have extraordinary evidence of your own, do you not?” 

Suddenly Dean Dirk looked alarmed. “The Crown investigated and found the evidence for this death sentence sufficient,” the man said, his voice croaking even more than usual. “I fail to see—” 

“And yet,” Hannon said, a venomous edge entering her tone, “it has been refused to me for the last week to actually see any of this evidence. All of these papers, these journals and documents identifying a link connecting Jol Rivers, his women, and the inhumi attack—you two are the only ones who seem to have ever read them. No one will show them to me.” 

“It is not for you to double-check our investigation,” Lord Vespasian said. 

But the crowd wasn’t buying it. To Jol’s surprise, a number of commoners in the front row began to boo the inquisitor viciously, jeering and laughing. 

“You were too bloody lazy, weren’t you?” 

Both men started. 

For all the world, Instructor Hannon sounded like she was speaking to a pair of first-year students who hadn’t turned in their homework. “You thought your word would be enough. That your ‘authority’ within the Lyceum and beneath the Crown would paper over the fact that the evidence against these two women is so scanty it wouldn’t pass a dog catcher’s muster! The reason you’re not letting there be a trial is because any trial of Lady Aeronwen would be a bloody farce! You couldn’t even cover your goddamn trails with decent-looking evidence, could you? You lazy bastards!” 

“Stop this woman,” the Dean snapped, pointing at some of the guards on the periphery of the crowd. “She’s causing a scene—she’s disturbing the peace!” 

“And edging dangerously close to treason,” Vespasian added in a glacial tone. “If you value your position here, Hannon, you’ll turn around and go back the way you came!” 


Instructor Hannon planted her feet firmly on the ground. “Not a chance. I have no patience for people who are too lazy to show their work, Vespasian. Not in my classroom, and not in the halls of power. Let them go.” 

Now, Jol thought, feeling the wind at his back. Now’s the moment. 

“To me!” he roared, glancing back at the inklings. 

Before they could stop him, he grabbed the rope and jumped. 

It wasn’t the first time Jol Rivers had swung from a good, sturdy length of rope. But it was the first time the rope had been completely invisible. His brain couldn’t quite square the sense of being tugged through the air with the way his hands clenched around nothing at all, swinging on an invisible line over the heads of the crowd surrounding the gallows. 

When he was seven feet above the ground, Jol let go and rolled. He hit the cobblestones on his shoulder and sprang back up, daggers at the ready, ending up right next to where Instructor Hannon stood. There was a moment of stunned silence in the square, then everyone realized at once who had just arrived. 

“Blacksmith,” Instructor Hannon snorted. “Of course you’re not dead.” 

“I’m like a rusty nail,” Jol said, favoring the instructor with a smirk. “I always turn up where you least expect me.” 

“The traitor!” Dean Dirk howled, sounding as if he’d been struck in the face. “Jol Rivers is here! Stop him, now! Bring him down before he opens a portal and lets more of those demons through!” 

The guards looked at Jol nervously, eyeing his daggers. Jol made a show of twirling them, letting the bits of purple light shine from the steel. 


“Hannon,” Jol muttered, glancing over at the middle-aged woman. “Amplify my voice.” 

She stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Done.” 

“I am no traitor!” Jol shouted. The fact that he’d been in communion with one of the Seven a few hours ago, he decided to tuck into the back of his mind. “I did not help the inhumi attack us, nor have I ever schemed with our enemies. I did break into the building where the servant Tyssa was being held, with the plan of freeing her. But that is because you falsely accused her of conspiring with the Autarch!” 

A gasp traveled through the crowd. Even those who would speak the true name of their foe in private conversation shriveled at the thought of shouting it in public. What Jol was doing was brave, and also foolhardy. 

He didn’t care. 

“So you admit your crimes!” Vespasian said, trying to take back the momentum from Jol. 

Jol was already shaking his head. “You killed Kishinori,” he said, letting the words fall from his lips like stones. “You and Dean Dirk. He put the arrow to the bowstring. You aimed it and let it fly!” 

The crowd looked even more shocked than they had a few moments ago. These were serious accusations Jol was leveling at his betters. Under other circumstances, talk like this would never have been allowed in the Lyceum. 

But Jol was a hero. And he was beginning to realize something. 

His enemies’ attempts at propaganda had failed. 

Dean Dirk and Vespasian had done everything they could to make Jol, Jessamyn, and Aeronwen look like traitors. Even after his supposed ‘death’, they’d run his name through the mud, making sure that everyone associated the memory of the blacksmith with the worst tragedy the Lyceum had seen in decades. They’d done such a thorough job that these people ought to by rights have been booing and hissing at him, pulling rotten vegetables from their robes and pelting him with it. 

They weren’t. Instead, they were listening. 

They’d never really believed what Dean Dirk and Vespasian had to say. 

But they believed Jol. 

“This is preposterous!” Vespasian said, looking to Dean Dirk for confirmation. “To think that any servant of the Lyceum would stoop to assassinating their own guests…” 

“I heard it from your own lips, Vespasian,” Jol said, pointing a dagger at the man. “When you threw me in the lowest cell of the imperial dungeon and threw away the key, you felt safe and secure enough to tell me to my face all the ways you’d plotted my downfall.” Jol smiled, and made sure the people saw it. “I told you I’d kill you then, Vespasian. Do you remember? Do you doubt me now?” 

The man’s face turned to stone. “Lies,” he hissed, but some of the heat was gone from his voice. Some of the certainty. “No one believes this tripe—” 

“I do,” Instructor Hannon said. “You haven’t given me anything else to believe in, Vespasian. Show me a single document that isn’t scribbles with crudely drawn pictures of demons on it! Show me any piece of evidence that links Jol Rivers to the inhumi, and I’ll turn on a heel and arrest him myself!” 

The man blinked, shocked. 

“You won’t,” Hannon growled. “Because you can’t. Men like you never bother with the small details—you’re too used to getting away with the big lies. You’re not used to being questioned. To having to explain yourself.” 

Dean Dirk staggered to the podium. “Enough!” the man cried, gesturing to the executioners. “The sentence has been pronounced, and the sentence must be carried out. These women are slated to die.” He turned to Jol, looking as if he’d aged a decade since he’d walked out on stage. “If you surrender now, Rivers, we can postpone the hanging—” 

A bolt of flame shot past the Dean’s head. 

When Jol glanced over his shoulder, the inklings were standing in a knot behind him. Gwen had her hand in the air, flames dancing between her fingertips, while David half-closed his eyes and charged up his geomancy. All of them looked fierce, and all of them looked like they’d support Jol with their very lives. 

“Go get your girls, boo!” Gwen said with a smirk. “We’ll hold off these bastards!” 

Jol nodded. Then he ran for the stage. 

As he cut through the crowd, he could see Aeronwen and Jessamyn near the gallows. Both women had been remarkably quiet since being pulled before the entire Lyceum—but one didn’t need to have ears to see how their hearts belonged to Jol. Tears streamed down Jessamyn Silverbrook’s face, and Aeronwen’s stiff upper lip was held in place only with the greatest of self-control. 

Both women were begging Jol with their eyes to be saved. No princess in a tower behind the auspices of a dragon had ever entreated their hero so sweetly, nor promised so rich a reward. 

All hell broke loose. Guards charged into the crowd, trying to force the errant mages to disperse. Spells shot through the air, and someone drew a billy club and smashed it alongside a ruffian’s head. Jol saw a woman with a frying pan batting one of the inquisitors, smashing the man’s helmet as he was forced to back away from the fight. 

Jol was nearly to the edge of the stage when Dean Dirk stepped to the side of the podium and put himself in Jol’s way. 

“Don’t come any closer,” the man warned, lifting a heavy fist in Jol’s direction. The air swirled about Dean Dirk, going fuzzy as strands of magic gathered around him. Whatever the Dean was planning to do, it required a considerable amount of power. “Jol, this has gone too far. Stand down and surrender, I’m warning you…” 

“Garnet,” Jol said, sounding disappointed. “How long have you worked for the Autarch?” 

When it came down to it, the Dean was a godawful liar. Lord Vespasian might have been able to hear a question like that without flinching, but there was still enough conscience left inside of Dean Dirk’s mind to make him flinch. His expression fell. He looked angrier at himself than he did at Jol. 

“You don’t understand, blacksmith,” the Dean said, shaking his head. “This is the way the world works. It’s always been a shadow play. I protect the people as much as I can—if I wasn’t doing it, someone worse would. Some amoral bastard who would shred the rules of common decency like tissue paper!” 

“Some amoral bastard,” Jol repeated. “Like a man who lets two innocent women go to the gallows?” 

Dean Dirk reacted as if stung. One of his eyes grew watery. 

“You ass,” the big man grunted. “How dare you! You don’t know what I’ve been through…!” 

“I’ve seen one of the Seven and lived to tell the tale,” Jol said gravely, unaware that his voice was still being amplified by magic. It was, in point of fact, so loud that everyone in the square had just heard Dean Dirk’s virtual confession—a fact which the Dean had yet to fully grasp. “You could have done better, Garnet. You could have at least tried to fight. 

The Dean’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “I’m sorry, blacksmith,” the man said, rising to his full height. “I liked you. I really did. But for the good of the Empire, you and those women you call your harem have to die—!” 

Before Jol could say a word, Dean Dirk threw a hand in front of him. 

A beam of pure darkness shot from his palm. 

There was a black flash, bright enough in its darkness that the entire square flinched and stopped what they were doing. Even those who had never set foot on a battlefield before knew what that dread flash meant. It was the telltale effect of a very special, very forbidden kind of spell: one that was only supposed to be cast in times of great need, and only with a heathen mage or a demon as a target. 

“Death spell!” someone shrieked, throwing themselves to the ground. “God-in-flesh, it’s the end of the world…!” 

“No!” Aeronwen shrieked from the dais. “Jol, darling!” 

Jol lifted an arm just as the beam of darkness struck him in the chest. 

The world slowed, then froze. 

It’s Ser Jeroboam all over again, Jol thought, his eyes traveling sluggishly to look at the spot where he’d been hit. Why is my life always painfully entwined with these damned instant death spells…? 

He looked down. 

His dagger was glowing. 

There was a sound like a hideous pop, and suddenly Jol could no longer keep his arm at his side. It thrust forward, the dagger pointing edge first at Dean Dirk standing on the dais. 

The steel flashed purple, then so black that light couldn’t reflect from its surface. In the blink of an eye, another black crack of energy filled the square, and a bolt of black lighting shot from the tip of Jol’s dagger—right back at the man who’d sent it at Jol. 

I did it, Jol thought. My magic—I can control it now without forging items. I reflected a death spell…! 

The death spell struck Dean Dirk in the chest, spearing him through. He fell to the ground, dead before he hit the boards. 
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Lord Vespasian nudged Dean Dirk’s body to the side with his boot. The man who’d guided the Lyceum for the better part of four decades stared sightlessly at the sky, his body already beginning to cool. In the spot where the reflected death spell had struck him, his chest was ice cold. 

“Murder,” the inquisitor grunted. “You killed the Dean.” 

The crowd parted around Jol. Guards froze with their weapons held in mid-thrust; commoners who’d been raising hell moments ago were now staring at the dais like they’d never done anything worse than pick their nose in church before, shocked to the gills. 

“He fired the death spell at me,” Jol countered. “Dean Dirk is the murderer, Vespasian.” 

The inquisitor hardly heard him. He finished studying the Dean’s body, then stepped over him and strode to the edge of the stage. 

“That was a clever trick, blacksmith,” Vespasian said. As he talked, he drew a slender rapier from his side: the weapon favored by imperial duelists, used by the well-heeled to practice their martial might outside of the battlefield. “Forging your own daggers so that they can reflect a spell. How long had you been carrying that particular enchantment around, hmm?” 

Jol was already shaking his head. “No enchantment,” he promised Vespasian. “It’s just my magic. It’s what I do.” 

For a moment, the white-haired inquisitor looked stricken. But he swiftly recovered. 

“Jol Rivers,” Vespasian growled, twirling his rapier. “For the murder of Dean Garnet Dirk, I hereby sentence you to death. The punishment shall be carried out immediately, and I shall perform the duty myself.” He looked Jol in the face, his eyes like two small, polished stones. “May the God-in-flesh have mercy upon your soul—” 

In mid sentence, Vespasian struck. 

The man moved like a bloody snake. One moment he was on the edge of the stage; in the next he’d jumped down and was aiming a flurry of blows at Jol’s midsection. Jol was forced to retreat from the assault, using his daggers whenever he could to parry the force of the inquisitor’s strikes. 

The fighting, which had died down to a lull, ramped right back up again. Guards charged into the fray, yelling orders about capturing Hannon and the inklings. Mages cast spells; guards swung gauntleted fists at those who dared to get in their way. Rioters rioted. It was pandemonium, only Jol didn’t have time to focus on anything but Lord Vespasian coming at him. 

The man clearly had training. Not a single motion was wasted as he slid across the cobblestones, striking high then low as he closed the distance between himself and Jol. He moved like he didn’t want to give Jol time to think. As a result, Jol didn’t have time to think. 

All he could focus on was staying alive. 

The clang of steel on steel filled the square. Vespasian’s style was based around parries and thrusts, the sort of fancy maneuvers one did in an exhibition rather than on the battlefield. Every time Jol managed to get a little space between himself and the inquisitor, the man quickly closed the distance and struck. Every time Jol attempted to press the offensive on his side, he found his weapon blocked by the tip of Vespasian’s sword. 

They moved in a slow circle through the crowd. A man bumped into Vespasian from the side, and the well-heeled lord booted the peasant to the side with a swift kick. He advanced like death itself, his face completely blank as he swung a horizontal chop at the side of Jol’s head. 

Meanwhile, things on the dais were becoming bleak. A half-dozen guards had surrounded Aeronwen and Jessamyn, and were busy fastening nooses around their necks. The women thrashed and screamed, but with the odalisques choking out their magic, they were practically helpless. Their cries for assistance were swallowed up by the crowd, even as Jessamyn began to babble and cry out for Jol. 

He had to get to them. They were going to be hanged! 

But Vespasian stood in his way. 

Slowly, it dawned on the inquisitor that he was slowing Jol down. A vicious grin spread across his face, stretching like a death’s head as he pushed Jol back from the stage again and again. Growing desperate, Jol tried a series of risky maneuvers, stabbing with his daggers like the two of them were locked in a brutal bar fight. He even tried casting several spells, hurling a bolt of fire here, tossing an icy dart there. 

None of it worked. Vespasian was too quick; too light on his feet. Neither Jol’s blades nor spells could catch him. And having seen what Jol’s enchanted daggers could do with a spell, the inquisitor was too smart to try and strike Jol down with a blast of lightning or a wreath of flame. 

“What’s wrong, blacksmith?” the white-haired lord taunted. “You have somewhere you’d rather be? More important business to attend to?” 

“Jol!” Jessamyn’s terrified voice echoed over the square. “Babe, help me! Please!” 

“They’re going to hang us!” Aeronwen cried, her voice filled with horror. “We can’t get loose! Darling, help me!” 

Their cries twisted something inside of Jol. He felt as if the top of his head were about to fly off and go caterwauling through the sky. The edges of his vision went red, like an animal caught in a trap and held back from protecting their babies. Pure rage filtered through his blood, and his strikes flew wild and fast. 

“That’s right, get mad!” Vespasian laughed, truly enjoying himself now. “I want to see you lose that famous temper of yours, blacksmith! Listen to your women scream! You’re the only one who can save them, and yet they might as well be on the bloody moon for all you can do—!” 

Vespasian screamed. He staggered backwards, his free hand clutching his face. Blood seeped from between his fingers. 

“You son of a bitch!” Gwen howled, clutching a short sword. God-in-flesh only knew where the girl had gotten it—she must have picked it up off a soldier who’d been disarmed in the melee. “If you want to duel, go do it in a gymnasium and leave those women alone!” 

Vespasian looked down at his fingers and saw the blood. His skin went white, and his face flushed with fury. 

“You bitch!” the inquisitor raged. “Look what you’ve done to me!” 

Vespasian was so angry he completely forgot about his rapier. The man just hauled off and cold cocked Gwen, socking her right in the face with a sucker punch that would have knocked the teeth out of most men’s mouths. Gwen let out a whoof, and her head snapped to the side, before she crumpled like a paper doll and went down on her knees. 

Jol watched her fall, unable to believe what he was seeing. Gwen crumpled, blood streaming from her nose in a stream. Her knees hit the cobblestones, then she leaned over and groaned, spitting more blood onto the pavement. 

When Jol saw that, he went away for a while. 

Later on, he’d rely on the eyewitness accounts of the riot to piece together what had happened next. The best witness was Instructor Hannon, who’d just started fighting her way to the stage when she saw Vespasian’s guards hustling Aeronwen and Jessamyn onto the block and fitting the nooses around their necks. According to her, Jol let out a cry like ‘a wild lion’ and sprang from the pavement, leaping the distance to Lord Vespasian like a cat jumping from one roof to another. 

He’d fought the man with his daggers up until he lost control. But once he saw Vespasian hit Gwen in the face, it was like a demon inside of Jol took control of him, disregarding the rules of ‘polite’ battle. Those who’d seen the fight later told Jol it looked less like a duel between two warriors on a battlefield than a back-alley brawl: one that was between a stuffed-shirt noble who didn’t know what he was getting into and an experienced fighter who knew how to get down and dirty. 

When Jol finally came back to himself, his knuckles were bruised and his forehead ached. Lord Vespasian was lying on the ground beneath him, struggling to rise, with a massive lump protruding from the side of his head like something from a cartoon fairy tale. The inquisitor was missing a few teeth, which lay on the ground around him along with his slender silver rapier. 

Damn it. How many times had Jol headbutted the man? 

“You should not have touched what was mine,” Jol growled, putting his hands on the man’s shoulders. Vespasian tried feebly to rise, but every time he got his hands up Jol batted them away. He shifted his weight, stretching a knee across the noble’s chest as he pinned him to the cobblestones. 

Something inside Vespasian had been bent to the point of snapping. “B-bastard,” the man growled, putting every ounce of noble disdain he could into his words. “Filth! How dare you fight me in such a dishonorable fashion…!” 

Jol laughed harshly. When he did, blood sprayed from his mouth and onto Vespasian’s face. 

“You really haven’t ever been on a battlefield, have you, man?” Jol asked. “There’s only one rule when the battle is on, Vespasian. Kill or be killed!” 


A presence at Jol’s side alerted him that he was no longer alone. Instructor Hannon’s shadow fell over him and Vespasian both. Several guards accompanied her, having held back the worst of the rioting. 

“Blacksmith.” Hannon’s voice was almost kind. “If you keep going like that, you’re going to kill him.” 

Huh? Wasn’t that the point? Wasn’t that what Vespasian deserved? 

He wrapped his hands around the man’s throat. 

“Jol!” Instructor Hannon’s sharp tone, so much like the way she disciplined a student, brought him back to himself. “Dean Dirk is already dead. If Vespasian dies with him, we’ll never get a confession. The Lyceum will never have proof that you and Aeronwen are innocent. Or that Dean Dirk betrayed us all…!” 

Damn it. As much as he hated to admit it, the woman was right. 

“Fuck,” Jol growled, easing his fingers around Vespasian’s throat. “Fine. Get up, bastard.” 

Jol hauled Vespasian to his feet. The man came with a groan, the bulge on the side of his head throbbing and pulsing like a living thing. 

But Jol wasn’t done. He grabbed the inquisitor’s wrist and bent it back, nearly snapping it in two. Vespasian screamed, the pain cutting through his dulled senses and filling him with pure agony. 

“Amplify his voice,” Jol commanded Hannon. “Use your magic.” 

The woman knew better than to argue during a time like this. She nodded. “Done.” 

Jol put his lips close to Vespasian’s ear. “Confess,” he growled, squeezing the inquisitor’s wrist hard enough to snap it. “Tell them all the truth.” 


The few fights still happening in the square were beginning to die down. Dean Dirk’s death had taken most of the appetite for destruction out of the student body—most of them were just waiting for someone to restore order and tell all of them to go back to their dorms. People were watching Jol, watching Vespasian. 

“Say it!” Jol commanded. “Tell them what you told me! Tell them about our Empire and the heathens being puppets, connected to the same puppet master! Tell them all that rancid, self-serving garbage you told me when there was a set of heavy iron bars protecting you from my wrath!” 

“Fuck you!” Vespasian snarled. Foul language was, as ever, the last resort of the bested. 

“What’s the matter?” Jol taunted. “You had no trouble saying those things when you had the upper hand, Lord Vespasian. Is there a problem with your hand?” 

“Let me go,” the noble panted, sweat beading on his brow. “Let me go, and I’ll tell you everything, blacksmith. Just not here. Not in front of all these people…!” 

Shocked sounds filled the square. People were beginning to look at Lord Vespasian with disgust. They didn’t need to hear all the details to realize he was guilty as sin. 

“You’re going to sing like a bloody mockingbird,” Instructor Hannon said. “And you’re going to do it right now, your Lordship. Otherwise you’re going to get a taste of your own medicine, right here and now—” 

Someone screamed. “My god! She’s been hanged!” 

Jol turned, panic filling his veins. Either someone had kicked the block out from underneath Jessamyn Silverbrook’s feet, or the woman had slipped while trying to free herself from the gallows. Either way, she was hanging from the end of a stiff rope, with the cord tied tightly around her neck. Her eyes bulged as her mouth opened and closed like a fish, her face flushing crimson. 

“Jessamyn!” Jol shouted. “No!” 

He let Vespasian go. The man shot away like a rocket, racing through the crowd, but Jol paid him no heed. Compared to his harem, the inquisitor simply didn’t matter. 

Jessamyn! Jessamyn was dying! 

“Save her!” Aeronwen cried. The mage instructor’s face strained with effort as she tried to short out the odalisque around her neck, but the magic-destroying necklace ate her spells with ease. She couldn’t save the young woman, though she stood almost within arm’s length of where she was hanging. 

“God-in-flesh!” someone cried. “Oh, it’s awful!” 

Jol knew he couldn’t reach the gallows in time. Already Jessamyn’s eyes were rolling back in her head; she was losing consciousness, her legs kicking madly but finding no firm surface to push against. The kicks came weaker and weaker as the woman he loved slipped away, drifting off into the beyond… 

No! 

Jol moved on pure instinct. He took his dagger, the weapon that had walked with him for so many miles and through so many adventures, and tossed it without a second thought. Later on, those who’d been in the crowd with him would swear that Jol Rivers hadn’t even aimed the throw—it was as if he’d made a deal with the Creator himself for perfect accuracy, begging the man upstairs for one miraculous toss. 

It truly was a miracle. The thrown dagger struck the rope tied around Jessamyn’s neck and severed it right through, shredding the cords. The noose gave, and she tumbled to the platform on her ass, coughing and sputtering and grasping desperately at her bruised throat. 

She was injured. But alive. 


The relief Jol felt was like nothing else on earth. 

Vespasian paused at the edge of the crowd, peering back at Jol. He let out a mad laugh and saluted the blacksmith, as if promising they’d meet again some day. Jol wanted to go after the man, but it was far more important to go to Jessamyn—and to make sure that what had just happened to the beautiful woman did not happen to her as well. He’d just have to let the inquisitor go for now, and pursue his revenge against the man another day. 

That was alright. He could be patient— 

Jessamyn Silverbrook stood up. 

The remains of her noose hung loosely from her neck—and clinging to her shoulder, stuffed between the cord of hemp and her slender neck, a shattered piece of silver sparkled. No one would ever be able to agree if it was the tightness of the noose, the fall from the gallows or an incredibly lucky throw from Jol, but either way, the result was the same. 

Jessamyn’s odalisque had been shattered. 

Her magic was back. 

She stretched out a hand, and a dozen people standing near the edge of the square stiffened. They couldn’t have been more different: some were peasants, some merchants, and most were just students from the Lyceum who came to watch the excitement of the day. But in that moment, they all moved like one person, controlled by the same blast of psychomancy. 

Like puppets, Jol thought, remembering Vespasian’s rant. With their strings all connected to the same puppetmaster… 

“Stop him,” Jessamyn ordered, her words like gargled gravel as she pointed a finger at Lord Vespasian. “Do not let that man escape!” 

Her voice could not have been different from that of the cheerful, bubbly student Jol knew. Even with her throat bruised, she shouldn’t have sounded like that. Like a monster raised from her own grave; a spirit of vengeance, escaped from hell to take her revenge on those who had wronged her. 

But she did. 

And with all the gods of heaven and earth as his witness, it kind of turned Jol on. 

The knot of onlookers crowded around Vespasian, grabbing at him and holding him down. He writhed, pushing a person back, but as soon as he did two more stepped in to take the fallen person’s place. Without his rapier, Vespasian couldn’t do much more than batter the civilians with his fists. Unlike Jol Rivers, he’d never learned the brutal ways of hand-to-hand battlefield combat. 

“Let me go!” the man ordered haughtily, relying on his faded authority. “Take your hands off of me, you bloody commoners…!” 

Jessamyn stood atop the stage like the statue of a goddess, her hand outstretched towards the target of her vengeance. If she’d had her way, she likely would have commanded the entire square to rip Lord Vespasian to shreds. Fortunately, cooler heads prevailed. As Jol climbed to the dais, Instructor Hannon pushed a phalanx of Lyceum guards through the crowd, surrounding the fallen inquisitor and saving him from the zombified onlookers. 

“Lord Vespasian, you are hereby under arrest,” Hannon said, producing the same pair of handcuffs she’d used on Jol. “The charges are numerous, and I don’t feel like repeating them. I’ll let a judge handle all of that horseshit.” 

“This isn’t fair!” Vespasian growled as two of Hannon’s men led him away. 

Hannon laughed harshly. “Jol Rivers just tried to teach you the first lesson of combat, bastard,” the Instructor growled. “You ought to have listened. Fuck fair.” 

“You’ll pay for this,” Vespasian said. “Once I get out of this, the repercussions are going to reverberate through the entire college—” 


“Who’s going to bail you out?” Hannon asked sarcastically. “The Dean?” 

Vespasian’s face fell. Until that moment, he’d managed to forget about the already cold body of Dean Garnet Dirk. 

Jol climbed onto the stage and approached Jessamyn. She was standing stock still, her power still influencing and controlling the edge of the crowd. Even a veteran psychomancer would have had trouble exercising so much magic over so many people at once, but Jessamyn barely looked like she was breaking a sweat. 

She just looked pissed. And like she was a million miles away. 

With a grunt, Jol stalked over and went to Aeronwen. The woman stood as still as she could on the block, the noose hanging loosely around her neck. Jol drew his other dagger and slashed the rope connected to the gallows, then dug the tip under the knot and cut the whole thing free. 

Aeronwen touched the spot, then threw her arms around Jol. 

“Oh my love,” the brunette whimpered, at long last letting the emotions she’d been holding back through bravery wash over her. “I knew you would save me.” 

“I’m glad one of us did,” Jol chuckled. He buried his face in Aeronwen’s hair, the sweet smell of her so much like home that he felt as if he could cry. “I missed you, darling.” 

She pulled back, then kissed him, hard. It was good. 

Damned good. 

“I missed you too,” she said, breaking the kiss. Her fingers traced the edge of his chin, rubbing his stubble as if she needed physical touch to confirm to herself that Jol was real and had truly saved her. “In more ways than one.” 

He felt that deep down in his soul. 

“Life without you was intolerable, my love. Let’s never be apart again?” 

“Gladly,” Jol said. His hands went to Aeronwen’s hips, while his gaze traveled to where Jessamyn stood like a statue, lost in her own psychomancy. “I think we should work together on this.” 

Aeronwen nodded. “We must be gentle,” she said, a catch entering her voice. “Jessamyn has been through so much. She’s not like me, Jol—she’s young. She’s strong, but not in the same way that you or I am…” 

Jol understood that a lot better than Aeronwen knew. “Very well,” he said. “Come.” 

Together, they approached Jessamyn. 
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“Babygirl?” Jol asked, putting a hand on the young woman’s shoulder. “Jessamyn, it’s me. It’s Jol.” 

“We’re here for you,” Aeronwen murmured. “You’re safe now, darling. We’re with you, and we won’t let anyone hurt you…” 

Jessamyn blinked. The road back to the present moment was long, and took the young woman through parts of her psyche that most people never scrutinized too closely. Finally she gave herself a little shake, and the glazed look in her eyes gave way to something more like an ordinary gaze. 

“Jol?” Jessamyn asked. “Aeronwen? Oh my fucking throat—” 

Jol pulled her into an embrace. “It’s alright,” he promised, putting a hand between Jessamyn’s shoulder blades as he held her tight. “Everything’s alright now, sweetheart. It’s over.” 


The auburn-haired girl clutched at her throat, rubbing the bruise. “I didn’t even get to have fun making this,” she said, swallowing hard. “I really almost got my ticket punched, huh?” 

“Almost,” Jol agreed. “But we didn’t let you.” 

Jessamyn looked from Jol to Aeronwen and back again. “I hope you never do,” she said, sounding grateful. The mark around her throat was unsightly, but stirred something strange within him. 

“Hey!” someone cried out—one of the guards accompanying Vespasian. “Instructor Hannon! You’d better take a look at this…!” 

Jol’s gaze traveled across the square. Hannon stood before Vespasian, who stood sheepishly with his hands cuffed behind his back and his face angled towards the ground. One of the guards had been rifling through the inquisitor’s pockets—what Hannon and her crew would have euphemistically called ‘frisking’—and now the guard held a slender silver necklace with a black jewel in the center. 

“He’s got another one of these odalisque things,” the guard said, handing the device over to Hannon. “You think he was planning on snapping it around the Dean’s neck?” 

Hannon held the odalisque up and inspected it, her pupils dilating as she gazed into the facets of the jewel. “This is active,” she said, sounding shocked. “Who the hell did you key this necklace to, Vespasian? Whose magic have you been restraining?” 

The inquisitor was silent. 

When he didn’t respond, Hannon shrugged. “Fuck it,” she said, tossing the odalisque to the ground. “Whoever it is, you’re not holding them back now…!” 


And Hannon pressed the heel of her boot against the gem until it shattered. 

Another one of those dark, popping flashes filled the square. People flinched, but nothing was different after the odalisque was destroyed. Everything in the square looked exactly the same. 

Unless you were Jol Rivers, of course. 

The moment the final odalisque belonging to Lord Vespasian was destroyed, Jol felt a change in the air like a severe storm had just passed over his head. When he looked to the side of the dais, a figure stood there who hadn’t been there before: a pale-skinned woman in a clingy, skin tight gown with long, midnight black hair. She looked very, very pleased to be back. 

Jol’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. “It’s you!” he said, forgetting in his surprise to stay quiet about his familiar demon. “You came back…!” 

She had never left. Lord Vespasian had just been keeping Jol from tapping into his most important resource. 

Aeronwen and Jessamyn shared a look. Both of them knew enough about Envy to just roll with it at this point when Jol started talking to an invisible shape in the air. They’d been helped by Jol’s familiar demon more than enough times to know that she was no hallucination. 

“Exalted One!” the demoness cried, racing to Jol and practically falling to her knees. “Oh, by the Lords of Sloth and Vanity, you have no idea how good it is to see you again! I thought you’d never defeat that wicked man’s dreadful magic!” 

Jol’s gaze flickered from the beautiful demoness to the shattered necklace on the ground. “He knew about you, didn’t he?” he asked Envy. “He used his magic to keep you from me—to isolate me from you. God-in-flesh, he managed to not give me any idea he knew you were real…” 

Envy nodded. “He has always been able to see and hear me, Exalted One,” the demoness purred. “He was only pretending he could not. He was very good at pretending,” she added. 

“I’ll say,” Jol grunted. He wondered if Vespasian had given him any tells that he’d missed during their conversations. If he worked his memory, he wagered he could find one or two he’d overlooked. 

“He used that awful thing to sever our connection,” the demoness said, pointing at the broken chain and the shattered gem connected to it. “He never gave you any sign because he didn’t want you to know about it—I think he wanted you to believe you’d done something wrong, or possibly that you’d been crazy the whole time and were just making me up!” 

“I’d never think that,” Jol said with a smirk. “I’ve got one hell of an imagination, but I think if I were to make an invisible friend I’d have chosen someone human.” 

Envy put her hands on her hips. “Well, Exalted One, that’s why I was sent to you and not some cultist! Our lord makes sure people get what they need, instead of what they claim they want!” 

The mention of Envy’s ‘lord’ made Jol remember that terrible night in the cells, when he’d briefly made contact with something outside of the scope of human understanding. A shudder passed through him at the thought, and he wondered if Envy could tell him more about what he’d done by accepting the creature’s help. For he knew by now that the being he’d spoken to was the reason that Gwen and the other inklings had decided to break into the prison and help him. 

Thinking of Gwen made him glance over and check on her. The redhead had a healer helping her to her feet, working on patching her up. She looked rough, but the magic was already handling the worst of it. The jewel in her nose was— 

Jol winced. Vespasian’s blow had torn the gem right from the student’s nose, leaving a ragged hole that magic was beginning to seal. He supposed she’d have to get it pierced again—or perhaps she’d just leave it as it was. 

The few other people who’d been injured during the riot were being treated as well. Guards outnumbered those left in the square, as most people had retreated as soon as the violence began. As Jol watched, Inquisitor Hannon hauled herself onto the stage and walked over to Dean Dirk’s body. 

Jol decided to join her. 

When he reached the Instructor, she’d just finished leaning down and closing the man’s eyelids. “He’s really gone, Jol,” Hannon said, shaking her head with a deep frown. “He’s beyond the reach of magic now.” 

“Good fucking riddance.” Jessamyn stood behind Jol, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. 

Hannon turned around, her eyes wide. 

“The man was a traitor, and his last official act on this earth was to try and kill the man I love with a death spell,” Jessamyn said, refusing to budge. “Don’t act like I need to feel sorry for the bastard now that he’s dead.” 

She stared at Jessamyn and shrugged. “It never hurts to speak kindly about the dead,” she said. “I believe the Dean was once a good, decent man. Even if he wasn’t, he’s beyond the reach of any of our insults now.” 

Jol stood over the dead man, looking down at his face. With his eyes closed, Dean Dirk looked almost peaceful—as if he’d passed away in his sleep, rather than as a victim of his own spell. He had a sudden urge to find a cloak or blanket and throw it over the man’s body. 

“There was something good in him still,” Jol said. 

Both women started at that. “How can you possibly know that?” Jessamyn asked. 


“Just before the death spell hit,” Jol explained, looking from the stage to the cleared part of the square where he had been standing. “When we were tossing accusations at the Dean, trying to turn the crowd against him. He looked ashamed of himself.” 

“Like he knew what he was doing was wrong,” Hannon mused. 

Jol nodded. “But it was too late to turn back from the path.” 

All of them regarded the body of the Dean in silence for a few moments. Jol thought about many things; about bravery, and morals, and the slow, sliding decay through which a man’s good intentions could be turned to the ill. Didn’t they say the road to hell was paved with just such as these? 

“He’ll tell us nothing now.” Already, Aeronwen spoke like a woman who expected to be obeyed. “Hopefully Vespasian will be able to inform us of the plot's details. Once we apply a little pressure.” 

The change in Jol’s woman was subtle but undeniable. With Dean Dirk slain by his own spell, a massive power vacuum had just opened in the Lyceum’s administrative structure. No one else in that square had allowed their thoughts to carry them that far yet, with the possible exception of Instructor Hannon. Aeronwen knew who needed to fill that role within the Lyceum, who needed to step up and become the new leader of the college, and she was adjusting her behavior accordingly. 

Other men might have been intimidated by that. Jol Rivers was not. 

“I look forward to getting Lord Vespasian to open up,” Hannon said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. Slowly, she turned around and looked over the remains of the crowd in the square. “It’s a whole new day for the Lyceum. We’ve gone through a great trial, Lady Aeronwen, but something tells me the college will come out stronger on the other side.” 

A whole new day, Jol thought. A new beginning… 

As if she could read his mind, Envy was suddenly at his side. 

“Exalted One,” the demoness said, inclining her head. “I can see it in your eyes. It’s time, isn’t it?” 

Jol looked into the face of the demoness who’d saved him from certain death in almost as many adventures as he had fingers on which to count them. His familiar grinned, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief, and all at once Jol realized that her excitement at having returned had to do with more than missing him for purely practical reasons. There was something primal in the way the demoness looked at him; as if he’d proven himself worthy of some gift, one she’d been waiting to give him until the precisely right moment. 

“Yes,” Jol said, ignoring the way Instructor Hannon did a double take at the fact that he appeared to be talking to nothing. “I think it just might be, Envy. Will you take my hand?” 


From the way the demoness grinned at the suggestion, there was a distinct sense that Jol might have subconsciously added ‘in marriage’ to that request to take his hand. Either way, she looked positively gleeful as she danced the last few steps over to Jol and extended her fingers. 

“Touch me, Exalted One,” the demoness whispered. “Touch me, and I’ll be yours forever…” 

Throwing caution to the wind, Jol did just that. 

A blinding flash of light filled the square. When it faded, a new figure stood next to Jol Rivers—one whom he knew intimately, but no one else in that city had ever seen before. A tall, pale woman with dark hair and a clinging white garment, her feet bare and her flowing locks as wild as a forest nymph. 

“By the God-in-flesh!” someone shouted, pointing. “A demon! We’re being attacked anew!” 


“Get the guards!” another person cried. “We’ve got to get out of here–!” 

“Stop!” Aeronwen shouted, raising her hands. 

By some miracle, the crowd fell silent. Or perhaps it was that they all already recognized the woman as their natural leader, and as Dean Dirk’s logical successor. 

“This woman is no demon,” Aeronwen explained. “She serves Jol Rivers faithfully, as she has done for quite a long time now.” The woman paused. “And she serves me, as well.” 

There was a pause as the crowd struggled to process this. 

“What?” someone shouted. 

Oh no, Jol thought, panic flaring in his chest. It’s all about to go sideways… 

But Aeronwen was even quicker on her feet than Jol gave her credit for. “This demon belongs to us,” the mage instructor explained. “We know her true name; and because of that, we control her. She’s been working for us for months now—the name we’ve given her is Envy, for she is truly the envy of our enemies and their troops.” 

Students and teachers stared. Several of them still looked like they couldn’t believe what they were hearing, but slowly, more and more bystanders were beginning to come around. The effect was miraculous, and linked almost entirely to Aeronwen’s natural authority and charisma. 

“You’re telling us you’ve been working with this thing all along?” someone asked. To Jol’s surprise, it was Gwen. The redhead’s nose had been straightened back into place, and the worst of her wounds healed over with magic. She still looked a little out of sorts, but a good night’s sleep would probably get her ship shape. 

“That’s right,” Jol said, stepping forward. He wasn’t as good at public speaking as Aeronwen was—the spotlight was not his natural home in the slightest—but after saving these people’s lives twice over, they were inclined to be more than a little forgiving. “Envy has been helping us root out the true traitors in the Lyceum. It was she who helped me resist Jessamyn Silverbrook’s psychomancy, allowing me to stop Kishinori before he could summon one of the Seven into our midst.” 


They all looked suitably impressed by that. 

It’s working, Jol thought, amazed. They believe it! 

And at the end of the day, was it really such a lie? Jol might not have known that was what he’d been doing all along, but he’d certainly been a thorn in the traitors’ side ever since he arrived at the imperial capital. If he hadn’t known what he’d been doing from the beginning, did that really change the final result? 

“Now that the operation is complete, Jol’s captive demon no longer needs to be hidden,” Aeronwen said. She made it sound like the most natural thing in the world that a familiar ought to be walking in their midst. Perhaps it was the stress of the two betrayals the Lyceum’s student body had been through in recent days, or perhaps it was merely the fact that Aeronwen and Jol were probably the two most popular people on campus with Vespasian’s plot unmasked. 

Either way, they’d all had enough of betrayal. Aeronwen promised a return to normalcy. 

“Everyone return to your quarters,” the mage instructor said in the soothing tones of one who understood what they were all going through. “There’ll be no more excitement for today. Later, once things have calmed down, we’ll give an address to the student body to explain more about what’s been going on.” She glanced over at Jol. “Both Mr. Rivers and his familiar demon will be happy to answer any questions you may have.” 

This was the moment Jol expected everything to fall apart. For the uncomfortable questions to start, for people to start shouting jokes and invective that caused the story they’d created to completely unravel. For the panic to set in, and for the carefully woven spell he and Aeronwen had cast with words to break. 


Any second now, he expected to happen. 

And it didn't. 

Instead, the crowd that had gathered around the square slowly began to disperse. Aeronwen's words had brought them back to their senses; even if she hadn't, everyone there was eager to put all of this behind them. Jol wasn't sure which upset people more—the impending execution or the sudden death of Dean Dirk—but either way, the citizens of the Inner Island were heading home to have a good long think about the day. 

Probably to drink a little bit, too. Jol wasn't much of a drinker, but he could use one tonight. 

As the crowd thinned out, the usual suspects made their way to the dais. Gwen climbed up onto the raised platform without a hint of self-consciousness and threw her arms around Jol, weeping with relief to see him alive and unharmed. 

"You saved me," the redhead whispered, her lips hot against his ear. "Fuck, I'm so grateful, Jol Rivers. I can't wait to show you just how grateful I am...!" 

Good lord! He'd always known Gwen to be a flirty girl, but he'd underestimated how much the young woman was willing to hit the gas when she knew what she wanted. 

He supposed he couldn't blame her, though. He knew what he wanted, too. 

And he was looking forward to celebrating with her. 

"Hi there," Jessamyn whispered, looking Envy up and down. "So you're really real, huh?" 

Envy gave the group a strange smile. "I always was," the demoness giggled. When she smiled, her teeth were as sharp as fangs. "I've been watching you, Jessamyn. I have to say, I'm impressed with what I've seen..." 


Aeronwen gestured at what was left of the crowd with her chin. "We should get out of here," the mage instructor suggested. "We've been lucky today—in more ways than one—and we shouldn't push that luck." She extended a hand. "Jol? Will you walk me home?" 

Jol Rivers looked at the beautiful woman. Then he realized how many gorgeous young women were watching him with an equal amount of eagerness, waiting to follow him and Aeronwen back to their quarters. 

Jessamyn. Gwen. And Envy, his familiar… 

His family had just gotten a lot bigger in a hurry. 

Thank goodness he was equipped to handle it. A lesser man would have been driven to insanity trying to juggle these willful, powerful women. But Jol loved it. 

He lived for it. 

"Absolutely," he told the group. "Let's go home." 
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Few of the Lyceum’s students or faculty members attended Dean Dirk’s funeral. 

Jol wouldn’t have gone at all, save for the fact that Aeronwen insisted he attend and put in a good appearance. In death, the man was far less popular than he’d turned out to be in life, especially when more evidence of the collusion between his office and that of Lord Vespasian’s came to light. 

Instructor Hannon, as it transpired, made good on her threats. 


Under her experienced tutelage, Lord Vespasian did indeed ‘sing like a mockingbird.’ The fallout from his confessions rocked the foundations of the Lyceum and set off a similar inquest among the government and the Crown. Heads had rolled, and those closest to the epicenter of the disaster were not sure when the revelations might ever end. 


Five days after the events at the gallows, with the papers in the imperial capital still printing dark secrets about the Inquisitors and the Dean’s funeral relegated to a tiny notice in the obituaries, a special council was convened to bring the Lyceum back to what those involved called ‘a semblance of normalcy.’ The people cheered for it. 


By then, of course, Aeronwen had already taken over most of Dean Dirk’s previous responsibilities. She was the clear favorite to be nominated as Acting Dean, and the vote wasn’t even close. Even Instructor Hannon placed a vote in her favor—a gesture that Jol failed to understand until his woman turned around and named Hannon her ‘executive officer’ shortly after the ballots were counted and the results certified. Hannon was practically gleeful to be given her new mission of “reforming” the Lyceum’s council, and those who’d once had unsettled scores with the instructor found themselves double-checking their wards and peeking underneath their beds before they turned in for the night. 


All of this passed in a haze for Jol. He had little time to worry about the affairs of his alma mater, for his chief concerns were much closer to home. In a single day, he’d gone from having two romantic partners to having four. His harem needed more space—and a bigger bed. 


Fortunately, Aeronwen’s new post as Acting Dean allowed him access to both. Once the suite next to Aeronwen’s was cleared out and its owner relocated to nicer quarters in the city, renovations began. What were two medium-sized apartments were quickly converted to one much larger one, with enhanced magical protection to match. Now that the Lyceum knew how many threats lurked both outside of and within the borders of the imperial capital, no one was taking any chances where the safety of their new Dean was concerned. 


The night the construction finished, Jol christened the room with Aeronwen— along with Jessamyn, Gwen and Envy. 


Integrating the demon into campus life turned out to be easier than Jol had anticipated. There’d been so many shocks to the Lyceum over the past few months that one more was more or less no different from the others. In any case, once the students and faculty interacted with Envy and discovered the demoness would eat neither their souls nor their faces, the furor they’d all expected over her attendance failed to materialize. 


Envy was careful to play the role of the submissive familiar in public. Her bowing and scraping was a constant source of mirth for Jol’s other partners, who loved the contrast between the way the demoness acted in private and the way she pretended to bow and scrape and worship whenever she and Jol were in front of other members of the Lyceum. He appreciated the role she played and how she steadfastly refused to do anything that might threaten Aeronwen’s new role as Acting Dean. 


Between exploring the kinks and fantasies of his new girls, satisfying his old ones, and moving everyone into a larger domicile, Jol had his work cut out for him. His teachers at the Lyceum were more than happy to grant him a short sabbatical to ‘aid Dean Aeronwen in transition duties’—a sabbatical he mostly spent in bed with various configurations of his harem members. Jol had everything a man could want: love, sex, and companionship. 


Yet in the back of his mind, a storm slowly brewed. 


It started out small. For a time, the newness of pulling Gwen into a hallway for a quickie or discovering the things Envy could do with her longer-than-usual tongue blotted out Jol’s concerns about the future. But the future is a stubborn thing. It has the patience to wait forever for a man to meet it, whether he wants to or not. 


So it was that two weeks later, with the renovations on the new townhouse mostly passed to Gwen and Jessamyn, Jol returned to his forge. By now it was his in truth; Aeronwen had purchased it outright, giving the old codger who’d run it for the Lyceum enough gold in exchange that the man had reportedly built a sailing vessel and headed off for tropical climates. 


The magic that had once bedeviled Jol Rivers was now as clear as a still pond. Every clang of the hammer against the anvil sent purple sparks from his fingers, as long as he concentrated and reached for the power deep within his heart. He didn’t fully understand the things he could do with his abilities just yet, but he was looking forward to finding out—and perhaps in outfitting a whole new generation of mages with the gear they would need to finally storm the Scourge and end the threat of the Autarch once and for all. 


Jol was pounding on a helmet much like the one he’d forged for Ser Jeroboam once upon a time with visions of last night’s debauchery in his head when a messenger arrived. 


“Jol?” 


He glanced up from his work. Erika stood at the entrance of the forge, nervously moving from one foot to the other. 


The helmet he was striking needed another seven or eight cycles of quenching to be complete. Something told Jol he was going to need to set the half-finished work to the side for now—it looked like he was needed. 


“Hello,” he said, grinning broadly at the inkling. “Everything alright? Are Gwen and Jessamyn arguing over the wallpaper again—?” 


Erika was already shaking her head. “You’re needed in the Dean’s office,” the blonde said, pointing in the direction of the building like Jol hadn’t visited it nearly every day for the past two weeks. “Aeronwen wishes to see you. Instructor Hannon is with her.” 


Hannon? Perhaps they’d found out something from Lord Vespasian. The man’s trial was quickly approaching. Despite the outcry to have him hanged outright for what had happened to Dean Dirk and Jessamyn Silverbrook, Aeronwen refused to have the inquisitor executed without an opportunity for justice. 


Though privately, she’d told Jol she wished she could tie the noose herself. 


Jol didn’t blame her. Given the opportunity, he’d do the same. 


He set down his tools and hung his apron on a hook. Glancing down at his rolled up sleeves and the soot stains on his shirt, he let out a laugh. “I don’t suppose I have time to get changed?” he asked. 


Erika blanched. “I don’t think so, ser,” the girl said. Then, in a quieter voice, she added: “I doubt they’ll mind the sweat or the grease.” 


Jol chuckled to himself at that. They certainly wouldn’t. For some members of his harem, it was their absolute favorite thing about him. 


The walk to the Dean’s Office was quick and pleasant. Only a few students were out in the square at this time of the morning, and those that were looked happy to see him—even with sweat on his brow and a little bit of dirt from the forge on his clothing. The barely-concealed disdain he’d received from many of the more well-heeled members of the Lyceum’s faculty was nowhere to be found; even the oldest and most venerable families of the college now looked at Jol as some species of hero. If any of them still had mean thoughts about the ‘common blacksmith’ in their midst, they wisely kept such things to themselves. 


Aeronwen’s offices, in contrast, were a whirl of activity. The transitionary period between one Dean’s tenure and the next was normally  smooth, having been hammered out years in advance, but Garnet Dirk’s death had left a hole in the Lyceum’s ordinary methods of operation. Records needed to be updated; rings needed to be kissed, and Jol was glad that most of this happened as far away from him as possible. He did not begrudge his woman her new power—though he knew that she relished her position of authority, there would always be a part of Aeronwen who wanted to be back at the Black Hand Tavern, lying in a cheap bed next to the stables with the man of her dreams. 


A secretary saw him and guided him through the main office and into a hallway. The sounds of arguing reached his ears as he drew close to the entrance to the Dean’s office. It sounded like Aeronwen and someone else—a woman—and the woman was winning. Curious. 


“She’s right in here,” the secretary purred. “I’ll leave you now, ser, unless there’s something else I can get you…?” 


There’d been a little bit too much emphasis in those words. When Jol looked over, he saw Aeronwen’s secretary nibbling on her bottom lip, the edge of her soft, pink tongue protruding from her slightly open mouth. She caught his gaze and winked. 


“I’m fine, thanks,” he said, dismissing the girl with a nod. Though a quick snack always sounded like a fine idea, Jol had a veritable banquet waiting for him back at his quarters. If he arrived already full, there would be talk for certain. 


Aeronwen sat behind her desk, in the office that had once belonged to Dean Dirk. She’d made few changes to the former Dean’s office, other than to remove the things that would have reminded visitors of the man who’d held the office before her. No one wanted that, least of all her. A steaming mug of coffee sat on the top of the mahogany, half-drunk. In front of the desk stood Instructor Hannon, who’d been in the middle of wildly gesticulating with her hand and proving some kind of point when Jol entered. 


Aeronwen’s face lit up when she saw him. “Darling!” 


The instructor pivoted on a heel, bracing herself as if a threat had just entered the room. When she realized it was just Jol, she relaxed. “Rivers.” 


“I’m told I’m needed?” Jol asked, making his way to the room’s unoccupied chair and taking a seat. “If it’s to break up an argument between you two, I warn you—I’m going to take Aeronwen’s side.” 


Aeronwen smirked at that. “Not at all,” she assured him. “It’s actually a different matter entirely. I’m just about done here with Instructor Hannon—we’ll talk about it after, alright?” 


That was fine with him. Jol settled in. 


“Like I was saying,” Instructor Hannon began, then paused. “Hold on. Rivers. Where is that familiar of yours, anyway?” 


“Envy?” Unlike most of the Lyceum’s faculty, who’d pretty much forgotten the demoness existed once they slotted her into their understanding of how the college worked, Instructor Hannon had never stopped being suspicious of Jol’s personal demon. “The last time I saw her was last night. I think she was asleep when I woke up this morning.” 


“Mmm hmm.” Instructor Hannon’s eyes narrowed. “I know you say that creature is under control, Rivers, but I’ve got my eye on her. There’s something odd about that one…” 


This was far from the first time Jol had heard that from Hannon. “Just for you, I’ll make sure she’s good,” he said, barely concealing a snicker. 


Aeronwen nearly laughed as well. Both of them knew what Envy was really like when the demoness let her hair down. 


Hannon looked to be on the verge of saying something else, then thought better of it. She turned to Aeronwen, slipping back into her professional mode. “Now that your transition to Dean is complete, we need to start acting on some of the intelligence we got from Vespasian. How soon can we start the expedition?” 


Expedition? Jol had expected some kind of sleepy, boring discussion about process. Hannon was suggesting an adventure? 


“I’m still not sure there’s going to be an expedition,” Aeronwen said. “The reports I’m getting indicate the situation with the tunnel is well in hand. The entrance to the underground remains sealed, and we’ve had no attempts to dig through the geomancy we placed in the way. The magical wards on the place haven’t been touched—“ 


“That doesn’t mean anything,” Hannon snorted. “Dirk and Vespasian knew that the entranceway existed, Aeronwen. They knew about it for years. Can you even imagine what’s been going on down there all this time?” 


“Right now, the college is secure,” Aeronwen said, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “If we open up that tunnel leading underneath the island, it won’t be secure until we close it back up again. The risk—“ 


“Excuse me,” Jol said. He hadn’t intended to interrupt the women, but now he’d found he couldn’t remain silent any longer. “I think I must have missed something. What is it exactly that you’re proposing, Hannon?” 


The instructor turned, a smile stretching her cheeks. Perhaps she’d just realized she had a potential unexpected ally in Jol. 


“That tunnel you found,” she explained. “You, Godfrey, and Jessamyn Silverbrook. It’s still there. We sealed it up and placed a bunch of magical seals on it to tell us if anyone messed with it, but whatever’s down there is practically untouched.” 


Memories flickered through Jol’s mind—endless hallways, filled with dormant inhumi waiting to be activated by any use of magic. Living tripwires intended to frustrate anyone who wished to wander those halls. A world of endless, churning stone corridors, with no light to be found anywhere. Just thinking about it made him shudder, and not in the pleasant way Jessamyn did when he pulled the beauty into his arms. 


“You want to go down there?” He cocked an eyebrow. “Into all that?” 

Instructor Hannon was already nodding. “It’s imperative that we map it out,” she said. “Think about it, Rivers. We know nothing about that underground complex. How far does it stretch beneath the earth? How long are the tunnels? Do they connect to other cave formations further away from Keynes, or is the whole thing strictly local? Until we have the answers, we can’t sit here and say that the college is secure. We can only guess that it is.” 


“So you’re suggesting we… what?” Jol asked. “Go spelunking?” 

Her smirk told him he wasn’t far off the mark. “We remove the cork we put in the tunnel’s opening,” she said, glancing from him to Aeronwen and back again. “We use geomancy to rip open a hole, and we send a few teams down there. Armed, of course, with at least one farseer in each group to figure out the contours of the place.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, looking a little defensive. “I’m not suggesting we just leap into danger, Rivers. I know what I’m doing. Didn’t you ever map out enemy territory when you were part of the Expeditionary Force?” 

A vision of ancient ruins filled his mind for the briefest instant. “I did,” he admitted. “Aeronwen, I think the instructor has a point.” 

When he glanced across the desk, Aeronwen was frowning at him. “You would,” the brunette said, tapping her fingers on the mahogany. “I suppose you want to volunteer, don’t you? Go delving through some dungeons? Maybe save the entire Second Empire a third time while you’re at it?” 

Jol didn’t bother denying it. He just shrugged. “It sounds like important work.” 

“See?” Instructor Hannon looked like a fox who’d just been promoted to henhouse inspector. “Even your man agrees. This mission is a priority, Aeronwen. We can’t just let it fall by the wayside.” 

Aeronwen took a slow sip of her coffee. He could tell that she’d been drinking a lot of it lately, and for good reason—the poor woman was exhausted. She’d been crawling into bed later and later ever since becoming Dean, and oftentimes was gone in the morning before Jol and the rest of the harem arose. Hopefully that would change once things slowed down around the Lyceum, except that Jol was beginning to wonder if things ever would slow down. 

She was never too tired for him, of course. But she looked like she was in need of a few days of rest, relaxation, and pampering. He made a mental note to give them to her as soon as possible. 

“Very well,” Aeronwen said, seeing she wasn’t going to win this one. “Start putting together a plan to map out the underground tunnels, Hannon. The Lyceum will give you all the resources you need.” 

The instructor nodded eagerly. “You won’t regret this,” she promised them both. “We’re going to take the fight to those inhumi bastards! They’re going to sorely regret digging that tunnel by the time we’re done with them!” 

“Perhaps we’ll find the source,” Jol mused. “The place where those monsters come from.” 

Hannon agreed. “That’s the idea.” 

She and Aeronwen exchanged a few more pleasantries, then the mage instructor took her leave. From her manner, it was obvious she could tell that Aeronwen wanted to be alone with Jol—the longer she spent in the conversation, the more antsy the new Dean became. Finally the two of them were alone. 

As soon as they had the office to themselves, Aeronwen sighed and stretched. The brunette rose from her chair, downing the remainder of her coffee before pressing a fist to her back like a waitress who’d taken one too many shifts. In the blink of an eye, she was no longer the staid administrator who had the fate of the Lyceum on her shoulders—she was a middle-aged woman, his lover, his partner. 

“Careful,” Jol said with a laugh. “I’ve just come from the forge.” 

His woman didn’t care about a little dirt and sweat. 

With a groan of exhaustion, Aeronwen threw her arms around Jol. “You would not believe how hard these people have been working me,” she said, burying her face against Jol’s neck. “All I want is to crawl into bed and sleep for a week.” 

Jol’s hand went to the woman’s lower back. “This is what you asked for, darling,” he murmured against her ear, holding her close. 

“God-in-flesh, I was such a fool!” Jol could tell Aeronwen didn’t really mean it, but he let her vent anyway. It was good for her. “I should have turned down the Council and ran screaming out of Keynes. I’d be much happier holed up in some roadside inn with you and the girls, instead of running things out of this bloody office…!” 

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Jol replied, brushing a lock of hair out of Aeronwen’s face. 

A smirk spread across her face. “Were you, now?” 

He nodded. “That nice warm room at the Black Hand Tavern. Mattress could have been a little thicker, but there was no beating the company…” 

Aeronwen went on tiptoe and kissed him. “Those were magical times,” she said, giving him a little pat on the shoulder before withdrawing. “Speaking of which, I received a letter from Littlereach.” 

Littlereach!? Jol hadn’t thought about his hometown in ages. Not since Father Kevan. 

“Is it…?” He swallowed hard, worry filling him like a strong drink. “Is it good news? Or bad?” 


Aeronwen settled back into her chair, then popped open a lower drawer in her desk. Inside were two envelopes, which couldn’t have been more different. One was small and brown, practically the color of dirt, and so thin that the letter inside could be glimpsed even with the flap closed. The other was larger, made of stiff cream-colored parchment that looked like it could have survived a dip in the Helt River unscathed. 

“Two letters, actually,” Aeronwen explained with a faint smile. “Though only one is from Littlereach. I’m sure you can guess which one—” 

Jol reached for the small, tattered envelope. Both had already been opened—Aeronwen’s clerks would never have let an unopened package or parcel reach the Dean’s desk, even before the need for heightened security—but the little brown envelope was more clearly torn. 

The paper inside was weathered, having been folded and unfolded many times by many hands. The sloping, ungainly letters were familiar to Jol, though he’d rarely ever seen the writer lay pen to paper before. 

“This letter is from Mayor Lutz,” Jol said, glancing up from the page to Aeronwen. “He’s alive.” 

“He’s a damn sight more than just alive,” Aeronwen said with a chuckle. “Read it, darling.” 

He did. His eyes scanned the page, moving quickly at first, then slowly as he digested the words. 

“He sends his greetings,” Jol muttered aloud. “He knows I made it to the imperial capital in one piece. Did someone send him a letter from Keynes, that he should be aware of these things?” 

“I may have been in touch with your friends,” Aeronwen admitted. “Godfrey is very good at running messages in the middle of the night, when one wishes for no one to see the papers leaving or arriving.’ 

Jol nodded. “He has quite a story,” he told Aeronwen with a laugh. 

He did. The letter was addressed in Mayor Lutz’s normal, grandiloquent style, filled with non-sequiturs intended to make the reader think him a much braver and greater person than he normally was. A lot of it was balderdash, but Jol managed to glean a few basic facts from the narrative. 

Mayor Lutz had tried to stop the townspeople from going after Jol and the Woman in Blue, but he’d been unsuccessful. He described the hold Father Kevan had over the people as ‘uncanny’ and ‘downright eerie,’ which about matched what Jol remembered of the man as he’d left Littlereach. What went on inside the darkened ruins of the town’s church Mayor Lutz couldn’t speak about, but even through the few hints left on the page, Jol got the impression that everyone would be better off not knowing about it. 

The Mayor had managed to put two and two together, and he realized that when Father Kevan didn’t come back from his attempt on Jol’s life, it meant that Jol and his party had managed to kill him. So he’d tried to rally the villagers, breaking whatever spell the inhumi’s corruption left behind. 

Only it didn’t work. The townspeople were still corrupted. For his trouble, they’d sealed Mayor Lutz in Jol’s cottage, locking him inside the house. Only whatever shreds of humanity they still contained kept them from killing the man. 

From here, the narrative took a strange turn. Mayor Lutz’s tone rose to the level of melodrama as he recounted his house arrest, describing it in the tones an exile might use to relate their time in the deepest, darkest dungeons of the Second Empire scrabbling for survival. In reality, Lutz had survived off of Jol’s ample food stores, and the villagers were not so corrupted as to forget to leave him a bowl of gruel every now and then. He’d remained inside of the house for the better part of several weeks, leaving the home in shabbier and shabbier circumstances every day. Gradually he became convinced that the villagers were planning to have him executed. The gallows loomed larger and larger in his mind, seeping into his recollections, to the point that Jol began to wonder if the inhumi and their corruption had spared the Mayor after all. 

With all that buildup, the ending of the letter could be nothing but an anticlimax. One day Mayor Lutz woke up to realize that no one had come to see him for quite some time; when he tested his luck with a quick jaunt outside of the cottage, he found no corrupted villagers waiting to waylay him. Making his way back to town, he found a scene that resembled the end of a raucous fraternity party. 

The villagers had come back to their senses. They seemed embarrassed about all they’d done while under Father Kevan’s power, and were reluctant to talk about specifics. For Mayor Lutz, who’d been through a long period of solitary confinement, it was easier not to pry than to push them. 

Perhaps the man was concerned about what he might find. 

Jol finished the letter, reread a few portions of it, then set the missive down on Aeronwen’s desk. “It’s quite the tale,” he pronounced, glancing up into his woman’s eyes. 

Aeronwen was smirking. “How much of it do you believe?” she asked. 

Jol shook his head. It was hard to keep from laughing; the letter was just too ridiculous to be one hundred percent true. “I believe it in the broad strokes,” Jol said, thinking of the implications. “I’m glad that the inhumi’s madness wears off in time, if the chosen vector to spread it is either eliminated or exiled. But I’m hoping Mayor Lutz was joking about the part where he attempted to escape Littlereach by burrowing a tunnel through my pantry. If not, I’m going to have one hell of a mess to clean up when I come home to visit…” 

“You’re going back to Littlereach?” Aeronwen said, pretending shock. “Jol, you can’t possibly be thinking of leaving us!” 

Jol couldn’t help but smirk. She sounded so upset about it. 

“Perhaps a long vacation,” he said, putting his hand over top of hers. “You, me… a quiet country field in the moonlight…” 

Aeronwen smiled. “And a half-dozen other women along for the ride?” 

“If that’s what you wish.” 

The new Dean of the Lyceum nibbled her lip. “You know it is,” she whispered, not bothering to lie about it any longer. “Once you’ve finished digesting that missive, I have a treat for you—the other letter we’ve received that concerns you. This one, I’m certain, you’ll find a great deal more agreeable than the first.” 

Jol already found the first letter agreeable. Just knowing Mayor Lutz had survived the siege of Littlereach was a load off of his mind and quelled worries he hadn’t realized still rested in the back of his head. If the second letter was supposed to be even better, what on earth could it contain? 
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The cream-colored envelope opened easily. The missive contained inside was indeed a great deal shorter, but got to the point far faster than anything Mayor Lutz had to say. It carried the stationary of House Ardor, along with the family crest—an eye-shaped signet against a field of slanted red lines. 

Jol read it. Then read it again. 

His jaw dropped open. “It’s from Tyssa!” 

He hadn’t heard from the servant girl since the night he tried and failed to save her from Lord Vespasian’s custody. The memory of that first kiss they’d shared by the docks lingered in his mind, appearing at unexpected times and tearing him away from whatever he was doing for a few moments as he recalled the intensity of it. He missed her. 

From the way she wrote, she certainly missed him. 

“I took the liberty of reading the message as soon as it came in,” Aeronwen confessed with a smile. “Tyssa has received a formal pardon from the Crown, along with a sworn statement affirming that she’s done nothing wrong. She’s already accepted the Lyceum’s apology and agreed to return to Keynes to take on her former employment. She should be with us in the next few days, my love.” 

This truly was good news. Knowing Tyssa would soon be with them made Jol’s heart feel lighter. His gaze strayed to the very bottom of the page. 

“What’s this?” Jol asked, pointing at a patch of red near the bottom right corner of the letter. “Some kind of smear?” 

Aeronwen glanced at the page and began to laugh. “I believe those of us in the know call that a ‘kiss’, Mr. Rivers,” she purred, giving him a knowing look. 


Indeed it was. Tyssa had pressed her lips to the bottom of the parchment, leaving a mark that Jol couldn’t believe he’d recognized as anything other than the impression of her warm little mouth. Seeing it touched tender feelings inside of him, along with some which perhaps were not so tender. 

“Well, now,” Jol said, pleased as punch to see a token of the servant girl’s esteem. “I’d almost begun to believe Tyssa had forgotten about us. Perhaps she decided she’d be better off at one of Lord Ardor’s estates, rather than out here in the thick of it with us…” 

Jol trailed off. The faint sound of giggling filled the office. 

Where was it coming from? He looked around, expecting to find someone hiding behind a fern or crouched behind Aeronwen’s desk, but there was no prankster that he could see. Just his woman, sitting in the Dean’s seat—though she did wear a smirk like there was some joke going on that he ought to have picked up on by now. 

“Tell me I’m not crazy,” Jol said. “You hear that too, right…?” 

Just then, the sound of something being dropped echoed through the office. Someone swore, and a storm of giggling covered up the word. It was coming from behind Aeronwen, hidden somewhere on the opposite side of the wall. 

Jol blinked. How had he never noticed that door before? 

In the rear of the Dean’s office stood a plain but stately door. The noise was coming from the other side, though it was muffled by the wall. Whoever was over there had likely been listening to their entire conversation. 

Jol didn’t like being spied on. But given the circumstances, he was fairly certain he knew who had been eavesdropping on his and Aeronwen’s meeting. 


“Is that chamber new?” he asked, glancing over his woman’s shoulder. “I swear I’ve never seen it before…” 

The giggling increased in volume. It was spilling over into laughing now. Aeronwen laughed, too. 

“You’re not the only one preoccupied with renovations,” the new Dean explained. “This room is fine enough to conduct business from, but if I’m going to be staying here for the better part of the day, I decided I needed a chamber to freshen up in.” 

“A dressing room,” Jol said, crossing his arms over his chest. And a place to take of nature’s other urges, though there was no need to mention that. “Interesting—” 

The door slipped open. 

“Oof!” Jessamyn Silverbrook said. The auburn-haired student fell through the crack in the door, landing with one knee on the carpet as if pushed. “Damn it, girl, you pushed me!” 

Jol grabbed the door and pulled it all the way open. The chamber beyond Aeronwen’s office was indeed a small private room, with a vanity, a chair, and facilities for a toilet. It wasn’t very large, but then again it didn’t need to be. 

Together, Jessamyn and Gwen took up nearly the whole space. Both girls had been lurking in the shadows, watching him and his woman together. 

Gwen flashed a guilty smile, her cheeks flushing nearly as red as her hair. “Busted!”she giggled, her teeth showing as she pressed them against her upper lip. “And I didn’t push anybody! Jessamyn was leaning over so far you’d think she was one of those little bird statues some of the students put in their drinks…” 

Gwen looked like a treat. Uniform requirements for his entire group had been relaxed since the incidents with Kishinori and Vespasian, and Gwen more than anyone else had taken advantage of her new freedom. The voluptuous redhead wore a clingy black robe of an almost scandalous cut, the fabric hugging her breasts so tight they looked as if they might pop out of her bodice at any moment. The tops of her tits practically bounced when she walked, though she always exaggerated the motion to an absurd degree when Jol was around. 

“What are you two doing hiding back there?” Jol wanted to know. 

Aeronwen spoke for both of the girls. “I requested their presence,” she explained. “Though the fighting was their own idea.” 

“We weren’t fighting,” Jessamyn said with a sniff. 

“Yeah, we’re good girls,” Gwen agreed, batting her long lashes. “Jessi and I share everything…!” 

They’d shared him more than a time or two. In fact… 

Oh. Suddenly something dawned on Jol that he ought to have realized the moment he heard the giggling. 

“Right here?” he asked, amused. “Aeronwen, this is your bloody office!” 

The mage instructor’s hands went to his waist. “Exactly,” she said, groaning with the same hunger she’d shown him at a backwater inn once upon a time. “Jol, you have no idea how boring it is to sit in that chair all day and listen to people prattle on at me about their problems. If I have to stare at the same walls from dawn to dusk while I go about the duties of this college, I at least want to have the memory of something dirty happening in here to keep me sane!” 

Jol liked that idea. “You want dirty?” he asked, turning and putting his hands on Aeronwen’s hips. 

“Um, yes,” the older woman chuckled. “Please?” 

Suddenly Jessamyn and Gwen were at his back. 

“Aeronwen told us we were going to have fun once we could get a little alone time,” the redhead purred, her heavy breasts pressing against Jol’s shoulder blades. “So we planned accordingly. We’re hot and ready for you, ser…” 


Jol had only a moment to wonder what Gwen meant by that. While he was thinking it, the redhead took him by the wrist and guided his hand into a fold of her uniform. 

He gasped. She wasn’t wearing panties. And she was indeed ready for him. 

Gwen’s eyes rolled back in her head as Jol’s fingers pushed into her folds. “Mmmh, fuck,” the young woman groaned, her voice lusty and filled with need. “Holy shit, stud, you have no idea how good that feels!” 

“I can imagine…” Jol grunted. 

A grin spread across the redhead’s face. “Do Aeronwen and Jessamyn get this wet for you, baby?” she purred, pursing her lips as she pressed them against his ear. “I hope they do, ser—because you deserve it. You really, really do…” 

With that, it was as if Gwen had fired a hidden starter pistol. 

Aeronwen went to the door of her office and locked it, sealing the bolt with a wiggle of her fingers. Gwen tangled her fingers in Jol’s hair and dragged his mouth to hers, kissing him hard and deep as his digits pushed into her channel. A flood of juice covered Jol’s fingers, and he wondered just what Gwen and Jessamyn had been doing in that back room to get themselves so ‘ready’ for him and his attention. 

Then Jessamyn pushed between them, her top already torn off and tossed into a corner of the room, and Jol promptly stopped thinking for a while. 

He pulled his fingers from Gwen’s channel and grabbed the redhead’s round, full ass, lifting her to him. She came with a squeal, crying out with delight as he deposited her rear on the edge of Aeronwen’s desk. Papers scattered, some of them presumably important, but no one cared. Servants would get to them later—or they wouldn’t. 

Jol was already in a frenzy. He kissed Gwen hungrily, moving from her pouty lips to her oversized breasts as he unbuttoned her uniform top. By the time he reached her tits, she was clad in nothing but a bra above the waist, her long red hair flowing down her shoulders and her breasts heaving with shudders of lust. 

Jol felt nimble fingers tugging at his trousers. When he glanced down, he saw Jessamyn kneeling before him, her hands on his belt. The young woman licked her lips as she peered up at him—and for the first time since her arrival, he noticed the unexpected surprise she’d readied for him. 

A sparkling silver choker clung to her throat. 

Jol did a double take, but Jessamyn was already giggling. “No, it’s not an odalisque,” the young woman explained, the fingers of her free hand grazing the cold metal. “At least it’s not anymore. We switched the magic-deadening gem out with an ordinary jewel. I can still work my magic.” 

Jol blinked. “Then why?” he asked. 

Jessamyn’s eyes smoldered. “I saw the way you looked at me when I wore this,” she said in a heated whisper. “I liked it. Even once you broke the thing, I wanted more of it.” 

Slowly, Jol nodded. “It suits you,” he grunted. 

Her eyes lit up. “It does?” 

With the hand not groping Gwen’s ass, Jol unlatched his belt one-handed and tugged down his trousers. “It makes you look like a little slave girl,” he said, a rasp entering his voice that hadn’t been there before he got horny. “Especially when you’re on your knees like that, beneath me.” 

“Mmmh,” Jessamyn giggled. “That’s exactly what I want to be, Master…” 

Fuck. The M-word did things to him. 


Jessamyn saw those things. As his cock pulsed in his breeches, the auburn-haired student grabbed the waistband of his smallclothes and tugged them down, freeing his manhood. A groan of relief left Jol’s lips as his cock sprang free, followed by his heavy balls. 

“So beautiful…” Jessamyn whispered, her eyes widening as she gently stroked him. 

Fuck. Just her hand nearly broke him to pieces. 

“Everything about Jol is just gorgeous,” Gwen agreed with a giggle. “And addictive. Watching her lick your cock makes me so jealous, baby. If she doesn’t share some of that load with me, I think I’m gonna cry…!” 

“Join her, then,” Jol grunted, tugging on Gwen’s long, lustrous locks. 

From the look in her eyes, he could tell the student liked that idea. With a giggle, Gwen sank to her knees before Aeronwen’s desk, joining her best friend in her contemplation of Jol’s manhood. 

“You know, I’m the one with mind magic,” Jessamyn whispered, running her finger down the length of Jol’s shaft. “But this dick… I swear it has a little psychomancy of its own. It’s just hypnotic, don’t you think?” 

“It’s a keeper,” Gwen agreed, nibbling her bottom lip. “Can I start, Jessamyn? Please please please?” 

“You’re such a little cumslut,” the auburn-haired student said, snickering. “Very well, show Jol what you can do. But if he doesn’t like it, I’ll take over.” 

“Oh, he’s gonna like it,” Gwen groaned, burying her face between Jol’s legs. “He’s going to love the way I suck this dick, because I love sucking this dick…!” 

She kissed the underside of his shaft, then opened wide and took him all the way down to the base. Jol groaned with bliss as her hot, wet mouth enveloped him, bathing his prick in all the warmth, wetness and tightness a man could ever want. His fingers tangled in her red hair, adding leverage to go even deeper. 

Gwen’s cheeks hollowed out around him as she sucked. Jessamyn watched her go like an instructor at the Lyceum supervising a student’s first clinical trial, nodding with approval at each move the redhead made. 

“Good,” Jessamyn teased, grabbing a handful of her friend’s hair. “Now work that tongue around him. If you want to get to eat that cum, you’ve almost got to force Jol to give it to you. He doesn’t unload those balls for just any run of the mill throat, Gwen.” 

“Mmh hmm!” Gwen gagged gently around Jol’s length, her eyes rolling back in her head as she gave herself to her task. What she lacked in technical ability she more than made up for in enthusiasm, and Jol doubted the most skilled courtesan’s of the empire’s brothels could have matched her. 

Jol lost himself for a bit, grunting and thrusting his hips against the redhead’s face. The next time he opened his eyes, Aeronwen was sitting in her comfortable chair with her skirt hiked up to her waist, her fingers between her legs. 

A hot flush covered the Dean’s face as she fingered herself. Aeronwen watched what was happening even more eagerly than Jessamyn, her eyes bouncing between Jol’s cock and the blissful expressions on his face. Her pussy was freshly shaved, as bald as an egg, and juice dripped from her fingers as she pushed them into her channel with wet squelching sounds. 

The sight of it made Jol throb. He swelled even bigger and thicker inside of Gwen’s mouth, his moans changing their tenor. Gwen felt the change and bobbed up and down on him, forming a tight seal as she hummed and slobbered all over his member. 

“There you go! What a good girl you’re being!” Jessamyn hugged Gwen from behind, her perky tits bouncing as she watched her best friend eagerly suck down and slurp her man’s cock. “Take him deep, Gwen! Look at his face—he can barely hold back! He’s getting ready to shoot!” 


“Mmmmmh!” Gwen shuddered, and Jol somehow knew in his bones that the redhead had just cum. How she managed to do that while completely focused on his pleasure, he had no idea, but he suspected magic was involved—magic and a little thigh-rubbing action, with an assist from Jessamyn’s fingers. 

Either way, the sight of it drove Jol wild. 

As he neared the peak, Jessamyn scoffed. “You lazy slut,” she giggled, giving Jol a look like she knew exactly how wicked she was being. “Here, let me help you give our man what he deserves—!” 

What happened next blew Jol’s mind. 

Jessamyn grabbed Gwen’s head with both hands and pushed the redhead down on Jol’s cock. Gwen’s eyes widened in surprise, but she was still cumming and everything felt so good that she just went with it. Jessamyn pulled her back, then shoved her forward again—and again. 

The sensation was indescribable. It was less like a blowjob and more like Gwen was being used—like Jessamyn was using the redhead’s mouth and throat on Jol the way she’d use her own hand under other circumstances. 

It felt so good that there was no going back. Jol hit the point of no return and crashed right through it, his vision blurring as the pleasure hit its peak. Groans spilled from his lips, and his hips ratcheted upwards, fucking Gwen’s face hard as he hit the stratosphere. 

“Yeah, come!” Jessamyn’s laugh filled the office; Gwen’s head was a blur. “Fucking shoot for me, stud, fill that slut with every last drop of that load…!” 

A moment later, Jol did just that. 


A massive spasm shot through him as his agony turned to bliss. Orgasm hit him like a thunderclap, ripping away his senses and shrinking his world to that perfect point of contact where his cock met the back of Gwen’s throat. The redhead told him how badly she wanted his seed—now she was getting it. 

Thick, hot ropes of liquid lava sprayed from the head of Jol’s manhood. Gwen sucked and swallowed eagerly, savoring his salty cream as pulses of it detonated against the roof of her mouth. The redhead’s naughty tongue teased him as he rode the peak, prolonging his orgasm so much that he felt like a rag that had been wrung dry by the time he finally slumped back to the desk, spent and satisfied. 

The first thing Jol saw when he opened his eyes was Aeronwen, her face flushed and her shoulders heaving. Her hand rested on her inner thigh, dripping with honey. 

“That,” she said, her tone giving him no doubt that she’d waited for the moment of his climax to grant herself relief, “was certainly the memory I was looking for, darling.” 

Jol laughed and shook his head. “It will never fail to shock me the way you do that,” he said, looking guilelessly into Aeronwen’s eyes. “Most women would kill their man if they heard he was with another woman. Much less see it…” 

Aeronwen rose from her seat. “I am not most women,” she said, looking almost haughty. “I am the Woman in Blue, and I am the Dean of the Lyceum, the most ancient and important schools of magic in all of the Second Empire. And should you need a reminder,” she added with a smirk, “then I am more than willing to claim my man when I wish to have him.” 

At the commanding tone in her voice, both Gwen and Jessamyn backed away. Jessamyn leaned in for a kiss, but Gwen was so dazed from swallowing Jol’s cum that she sucked down the whole thing, leaving only a thin trail of his seed oozing from the corner of her mouth. 

“You greedy bitch!” Jessamyn hissed in faux-outrage, her hands on her hips. “You give your Master one good blowjob and you think that entitles you to every drop of his liquid gold?” 

Aeronwen chuckled. “Stop squabbling, girls,” she said. “You’re spoiling the moment.” 

Both of them shut up. 

As she approached Jol, Aeronwen slowly undressed. While she hadn’t taken the pains to ready herself in the same way that Gwen and Jessamyn had, it truly didn’t matter—by the time she stood naked before him, the brunette was more primed and ready than any man could wish his woman to be. 

Jol let his eyes feast on her. His cock, nearly soft from the treatment Gwen and Jessamyn had given it, surged back to full hardness once more. 

Aeronwen noticed. “You know,” the older woman purred knowingly, “as thrilled as I am with our arrangement, there are times when I still feel a little insecure. When I wonder to myself if you’ll really stay true to me, and if you wouldn’t prefer some sweet, depraved little minx half my age to be your main girl…” 

Jol grinned. “Not a chance.” 

Aeronwen grinned. “Then I see the way you look at me, and I remember all over again.” She shuddered with lust, her thighs squeezing together as she took his arms and guided them to her shoulders like they were going to dance. “I love you so much, darling. With all my heart, and all my soul. If it wouldn’t scandalize the entire Lyceum, I’d drag you to a priest right this instant and marry you.” 

“Marriage?” Jol cocked an eyebrow. “If it wouldn’t put a stop to what we have already, Aeronwen, I’d gladly marry you.” 

The women behind Jol were shocked. “Hey, what!?” Jessamyn asked, licking the last bits of the cum she’d harvested from the corner of Gwen’s mouth. “You’re getting married?” 


“If you marry her, you’ve got to marry all of us,” Gwen said in a daze. “Fuck, I’d love to be married to you, Jol Rivers. I just know I’d be the best wife…” 

“There is that to contend with,” Aeronwen said with a laugh. “Marrying one of your women would alienate the others, unless all were agreed. Otherwise, it might drive a wedge into one or more of your relationships.” 

“I’ve heard that there are tribes on the other side of the Far West Ocean where a man can have more than one wife,” Jessamyn said. As ever, her naughty schoolgirl outfits and disarming manner hid a mind like a steel trap. Jol felt certain she’d read any number of books on geography and history in her spare time. “Perhaps we should charter a boat and go there! If some shaman or witch doctor were to marry all three of us to you, the Lyceum would have to recognize the union when we returned from the journey, no?” 

“That would be cool,” Gwen agreed. “Could we hold off on our studies for that long?” 

“You can do whatever you want,” Jol told the girls. “But it would have to be the four of you, not the three. Speaking of which, Envy, I do see you over there…” 

A shadow in the corner of the room shimmered, and the pale-skinned demoness stood before them. “Drat!” Envy said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “How long did you know?” 

“I figured it out around the same time Gwen and Jessamyn entered the room,” Jol said with a smirk. “I thought it strange that they should be lurking nearby when you were not, Envy. It took me very little time to realize the reason you weren’t with them had to be that you were already here.” 

“That is spooky!” Gwen said. The girl still looked a little frazzled from the strength of her orgasm; she was drooling a little. “But I think it’s so cool how you can do that, Envy.” 


The demoness grinned. “As far as marriage goes, Exalted One, I’m entirely for it,” she purred, her gaze on Aeronwen’s naked body. “Your words about the Western Tribes are correct, though I highly doubt you could convince any of their shamans to marry you.” Her eyes traveled to his cock, the irises widening in delight at what she saw. “They’re cannibals, and outsiders are their favorite food.” 

“That’s a bust, then,” Jol said with a shrug. 

“Wait.” It was Jessamyn Silverbrook, and she sounded remarkably composed for a woman who was both naked and dripping wet. “Aeronwen, are you serious about this?” 

The older woman blinked. “About as serious as a person can be,” she said, parking her own ass on the spot on her desk where Jol received his double blowjob. “You have my heart, darling, you know you do. I love all of your women, of course—Jessamyn, and you, Gwen. Even Envy I have a small space in my heart for. If you would have me, Jol, I would agree in an instant.” 

“The Council would hate it,” Jessamyn muttered. To Jol’s surprise, she was giving the matter some serious thought. “But then again, they’re going to hate everything you and Jol do, regardless of whether you give them credence or not. So why not just go for broke?” 

Jol and Jessamyn exchanged a look. “Am I taking that to mean you give permission?” Jol grunted. 

Jessamyn thought about it—for about two seconds. 

“Of course.” She nodded. “I know it won’t come between us, babe. Our relationship is rock solid. Besides, maybe once you form your own noble line, I can ditch House Ardor and get added into the line of succession.” 

Aeronwen nearly choked. “An adoption?” she gasped. 

“Why not?” A knowing little smirk filled Jessamyn’s face. “Like you wouldn’t think that’s the hottest thing ever, Matriarch Aeronwen…” 


“I want to join too!” Gwen giggled. “Can I be the royal taster?” 

Jessamyn’s eyes narrowed. “You want to taste Jol’s food and drink?” 

“Nope,” Gwen said, her eyes shining with lust. “Just his cum!” 

Jol could have listened to the young woman make ‘jokes’ about how bad she wanted to service him all day long. But this was, despite all appearances to the contrary, a rather serious conversation they were having. 

“Do you consent to this, Gwen?” Jol asked the redhead. “If you don’t, just say so. Any reservations you might have I’ll listen to gladly…” 

Gwen was overcome with a fit of the giggles. “Of course you’re asking this right after I drank your cum,” the redhead chuckled, wiping her lips clean. “You know I’m cool with it, Jol! Does this mean I get to call Aeronwen ‘Mrs. Rivers’ when she spanks me and I eat her pussy?” 

“As long as you do it when I’m there to see,” Jol grunted. “So that’s all three of you. Gwen, Jessamyn and Envy. There’s just one other person to ask.” 

And he turned to Aeronwen. 

He already knew exactly what he was going to find. The Woman in Blue, the gorgeous mage a decade his senior who he’d traveled so many miles with and grown so fond of as to no longer be even able to envision life without her. The queen of his harem, the den mother of his growing group of horny young women. 

His soul mate. In oh so many ways. 

“I would get on one knee,” Jol said, suddenly feeling almost bashful. “But I’m afraid I didn’t bring a ring…” 

Tears formed in Aeronwen’s eyes. The woman sprang from the desk and wrapped her arms around him, leaping into his arms and kissing him right on the lips. 


“Oh Jol—yes!” Aeronwen’s cry was almost as blissful as the one Gwen made when she came all over his prick. “Of course I will, darling! It would make me the happiest woman in the world to become your bride!” 

Jol and Aeronwen kissed. Around them, the rest of the harem cheered and applauded. 

“I always hoped to marry up,” Jol chuckled, smirking at Aeronwen as he broke the kiss. “Dean of the entire Lyceum, though? That’s a little higher than I dared to aim…” 

Aeronwen laughed, then kissed him on the cheek. “Shut up and fuck me,” she groaned, her thighs gripping his hips. “As the future Mrs. Jol Rivers, I want to know exactly what kind of treatment I’m in for once we tie the knot.” 

“Like you don’t already know,” he growled, grabbing Aeronwen’s ass with both hands. 

“I know plenty,” she shot back, grinning defiantly. “But I—oh God-in-flesh…!” 

The older woman let out a squeal as Jol lifted her off of her feet. With her in his arms, he carried her to the rear of the room and kicked the door open, before stepping into the little antechamber she’d built to give her space to freshen up in. 

Jol wasn’t interested in freshening up. He’d been looking at that vanity—and the oversized mirror framing it. 

He carried Aeronwen over to that vanity and pushed her up against the wall, his mouth hot on hers. Her fingers tangled in his hair, stroking his scalp and his beard as he spread her hips and pressed the tip of his prick against her inner thigh. Aeronwen was naked save for her skirt and her boots, and both enticed him greatly as he pushed his way to the entrance of her channel. 

“Look at you,” Jol chuckled, taking Aeronwen’s chin. He turned her face so that she could see them both in the mirror; a study in pure lust. Aeronwen’s back rested against the wall, her legs wrapped around Jol’s waist so he could support her weight. “You’re gorgeous. Take a look at the future Mrs. Rivers.” 


“We make a beautiful couple,” Aeronwen murmured. “You enjoy watching us, darling?” 

Jol shook his head. “This is for you,” he grunted, burying his face in her breasts. “You like to watch, don’t you? Watch Mrs. Rivers get fucked, Aeronwen. Watch me fuck her in front of you, good and hard…” 

Aeronwen understood. “Oh, darling,” she groaned, spreading her legs wider. “I need it so bad!” 

Jol grinned. He felt the same way. 

One good, hard thrust and he was inside of her. No matter how many times he entered Aeronwen’s pussy, it never failed to exceed his expectations. She was primed and ready for him, so sopping wet that it was no trouble at all to bottom out inside of her and ram his cock hilt-deep into her back walls. 

“Yes!” Aeronwen cried out in ecstasy, her inner walls gripping his rod like a fist as she rode him back. “I love you so much, darling! Fuck me, fuck me!” 

Jol eagerly complied. He savaged Aeronwen’s pussy with hard, driving thrusts, slamming so deep into her pussy that her body shook as it hit the wall of the dressing room. 

It wasn’t just the force of his thrusts, either. Jol knew from experience he was packing a bit more than the average man, and every push into Aeronwen’s womb stretched her walls exactly the way he knew the brunette liked it. His balls slapped against her thighs with every thrust, so heavy and full of seed that it felt as if he’d never emptied himself in Gwen’s mouth at all. 

His hand went to Aeronwen’s throat. He didn’t squeeze—it didn’t feel right to treat her in such a way, not right after proposing marriage. He held her gently, just letting his fingers rest the way Jessamyn’s choker rested on her slender neck. 


Aeronwen was his, and the knowledge of it made him wild. 

As did the way the rest of the harem was behaving. 

When Jol glanced over his shoulder, he saw the girls were watching him fuck Aeronwen. Envy was masturbating, her fingers deep in her pussy, her tits bouncing as she worked herself into a frenzy. Her clingy white gown had vanished with magic, and her demonic pussy was bare save for a thin strip of dark pubic hair that glistened with juice as she rubbed herself. 

Gwen and Jessamyn had fallen into each other. They made out hot and heavy, giving each other the kind of kiss lovers gave one another as they fucked. Jol wondered if Gwen would give Jessamyn some attention down there, or if they were too focused on watching Jol and Aeronwen to do anything other than pleasure themselves. 

Jol supposed he couldn’t blame them. He was focused on it, too. 

The sight of him and Aeronwen in the mirror was hot enough to enchant a mortal’s mind. 

He fucked her harder. His fingers dug into the flesh of her throat, squeezing gently as he fucked her hard and fast against the wall. Jol had never treated Aeronwen roughly before, but now that they were engaged it was impossible not to. 

She was going to be his wife. The idea of it was so erotic it bordered on insanity. 

His wife. With three gorgeous mistresses whom she gave her full approval to. 

Jol and Aeronwen rapidly approached their respective peaks. The activity in the room intensified into a full-on orgy, with Jol’s girls gathering around the pair to kiss and grope and tease them both. Envy pressed her long tongue into Jol’s inner ear, while Jessamyn cupped Aeronwen’s breasts and kissed her cheek as the older woman groaned with the beginnings of her second orgasm of the night. 

“Come for him, Aeronwen,” the younger woman begged. “Make everything nice and tight so Jol can unload inside of you…!” 

Something inside of Aeronwen’s soul tore loose, and she grabbed Jessamyn’s head and brought her lips to her own as she and Jol fucked deep and hard. “I’m gonna… I’m gonna… oh fuck, I love you all so much…!” 

“We love you, too,” Jol said with a smirk. “Now cum for me, darling. Cum all over your soon-to-be husband’s prick!” 

Aeronwen didn't need him to tell her twice. She’d already been halfway there when the words left his lips, and his words sent her all the way over the edge. 

As Aeronwen screamed her head off, her pussy clenched and clamped down on Jol's cock. The rippling pressure and the sudden rush of juice did him in, sending him right over the edge along with him. Grunting like a caveman, Jol grabbed the Woman in Blue and held her against the wall, slamming her body down onto his cock with one final thrust. 

He roared, and the world turned white. 

Jol exploded inside of his fiancee. Thick, sticky ropes of seed blasted from the head of his manhood, flooding Aeronwen's tight channel until she was full to the brim and then some. 

"So much...!" Aeronwen moaned, her eyes rolling back in her head. "Darling, I'm...!" 

"You're my wife," Jol growled, grabbing her head and bringing her lips to his. "The church will seal it, but both of us know that it’s already real for us both.” 

“Yesss,” Aeronwen whimpered, the word like steam escaping a hot kettle. “Love you, darling…” 


“All my love, Aeronwen. For as long as I live." 

She moaned against his lips. "Forever," she whispered, shuddering. “You and all your women. Fuck, I love you so much!” 

It took what felt like ages for both of them to come down from their peaks. The next thing Jol knew, the rest of his women were around him, kissing them both and sighing and giggling with glee. The whole room suddenly had the atmosphere of a party. 

“Congratulations,” Jol said, pulling out of Aeronwen at last. Her walls gripped him tightly, wetly, as if her pussy didn’t want to let him go. “I can’t wait to put a ring on your finger, dear.” 

Aeronwen grinned. “You think we can arrange a priest at this time of night?” 

“Now now,” Jessamyn teased. “We’re already stretching the boundaries of propriety as it is. It’s probably a good idea to pull out all the stops and do this thing right. A venue, a dress, some onlookers and some spectacle—” 

“It makes me tired just thinking about it,” Aeronwen said. “I wish we could just elope.” 

Jol couldn’t help but agree. 

Things were slow after that. The other members of the harem were willing to go for another round, but Jol found himself more than satisfied. His women didn’t mind—after all, they were still buzzing from the news that Jol and Aeronwen would be tying the knot in the near future. 

“We’ll have to send a letter to Tyssa in transit with the news,” Aeronwen said during the walk back. Now that things were settled and out in the open, she and the rest of Jol’s harem were talking eagerly about the preparations for the wedding. “I’m sure she’ll be thrilled.” Aeronwen paused. “Do you think she’ll still want to join us?” 

Gwen and Jessamyn shared a look, laughing. “I’m pretty sure it’s going to make her want to join us even more,” Jessamyn said with a knowing smile. 

By the time they made it back to the apartments, Jol and the rest of the crew were exhausted. They’d been through a lot, but the future looked bright. A great many things were in his future. Delving into the dungeon beneath Keynes, helping Aeronwen manage the day-to-day affairs of the Lyceum, prosecuting the war against the heathens… and he had a marriage to think about. 

Married. That still blew his mind. 

Once the lights were out and all of his women were in bed together, Jol lay in the darkness. The boy who’d once slept beneath hedges and on worn blankets in the middle of an Expeditionary Force camp was now a man who owned a bed big enough for twelve, with four other women to share it with. 

What a life, Jol thought, stretching and sighing. How could anything be better than this…? 

A flash of purple magic filled the room. 

Before Jol knew what he was doing, he was on his feet. All around the bed, his women were stirring—all save for the one who already stood at the foot of the bed, having somehow crept out without the rest of the harem noticing. 

Jessamyn Silverbrook. 

Purple flames wreathed her eyes. 

“Jessamyn?” Jol gasped. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” 

The young woman stood naked, her head cocked to the side. All of Jol’s women were naked—and all of them looked scared. What on earth was going on? 

“Exalted One,” Jessamyn purred. “It’s so good to finally make your acquaintance.” 

Jol was stunned. That voice… 


It sounded nothing like the sweet, spicy young woman he knew. 

It was the voice of a sepulcher. Of a tomb. Of darkness lying in wait behind an ancient door, inscribed with the symbol of a blood-red eye. 

“Who… who am I speaking with right now?” A dark certainty filled Jol’s chest. “Are you one of the Seven?” 

The Lord of Bitterness, he thought, remembering Envy’s turn of phrase. 

But he was wrong. 

It was far worse than that. 

“The…  Seven?” A dark chuckle escaped Jessamyn’s throat, at least an octave beneath her usual tone of voice. “No, Exalted One. You have not been foisted off on a subordinate. My mendicants are not for you. You speak with the genuine article.” 

Jol was stunned. Aeronwen stood next to him, her face filled with horror. 

“You speak,” the thing inside of Jessamyn Silverbrook chuckled, “to the Autarch…” 

End of Book 2
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